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Definitions

Direct instruction is a structured, teacher-led approach to teaching in which the educator explicitly presents

and models specific skills, concepts, or information to students. Direct instruction is a necessary and valuable
component of early learning pedagogy, particularly for introducing new concepts, teaching foundational literacy
and numeracy skills, and ensuring all children have access to essential content. However, direct instruction alone

is insufficient as the primary mode of teaching in the early grades. When it dominates the instructional day at the
expense of play-based, inquiry-driven, and child-directed learning, it limits opportunities for children to construct
understanding, develop executive function, build social and emotional skills, and develop the curiosity and agency
that sustain lifelong learning. Effective early learning pedagogy uses direct instruction strategically and in balance
with guided play, collaborative learning, and open-ended exploration.

Early grades means preschool through Grade 3, including children ages 4 through 8. Throughout this brief, the
literature and programs referenced may use the terms early grades, early childhood education, and early learning to
refer to children’s experiences across the preschool to Grade 3 (PK-3) continuum.

Guided play is adult-supported inquiry and guidance focused on learning goals while preserving child agency and
choice. It is an effective bridge between free play and direct instruction.

Pedagogy refers to the practice of teaching, including the methods and strategies used to facilitate learning based
on the child’s needs, strengths, interests, and lived experiences; the design of the classroom environment and
materials; and intentional and responsive teacher-child relationships and interactions.

Play-based learning is an approach to teaching and learning where play serves as the primary vehicle for children’s
development and building knowledge and skills. It includes free play, guided play, and structured games that

help children explore and understand new ideas and concepts across content areas such as language and literacy;,
mathematics, science, and social studies.
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The Pedagogy of Early Learning:
A State of the Field Research Brief

At-A-Glance Summary

Introduction

The quality of students’ experiences across the preschool to Grade 3 (PK-3) continuum
creates a strong foundation for student lifelong learning and family success.! Walk into a
high-quality PK-3 classroom, and for example, children may be building, communicating,
laughing, wondering, and creating.? Teachers will often be observing, questioning,
documenting children’s learning, and interacting with children at eye level >* Learning

is happening everywhere all at once; it does not resemble the worksheet-and-didactic
teacher-led instructional model that has crept into far too many early grade environments.>

The evidence base for high-quality early childhood education is deep, consistent, and
long-standing. The problem is not a lack of research. The problem is that research does not
always reliably reach classrooms, schools, homes, or policy decisions in time to matter for
the children currently in these settings.

The goal of this research brief is to ground the field with a shared understanding of the
pedagogy of early learning across the PK-3 continuum, with a particular focus on the
importance of play-based learning across grade levels. This brief synthesizes the state of
the field and is intended for state and local education agencies (SEAs and LEAs), education
administrators and leaders, practitioners such as teachers, and parents who together

set the conditions for how young children learn. This brief explores the research base

for pedagogy across the PK-3 continuum and offers bright spots at the state and local
levels. While this brief does not cover specific pedagogy for core academic domains, early
childhood pedagogy is applicable across all content areas and can be built on with specific
instructional strategies and approaches unique to each core academic domain, like early
literacy or early math.

In this series of State of the Field research briefs from the Center on Early
Learning Success (CELS), we challenge readers to consider what could be
possible if early learning across the PK-3 continuum was more clearly and
consistently aligned to support effective teaching and learning environments
for students and to set a positive trajectory for life.
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Research

The first eight years of life are a period of
extraordinary neurological development.® Research
from the science of learning and development
demonstrates that children’s brains are wired and
built through early experiences and relationships,
with executive function skills—working memory,
inhibitory and emotional control, and cognitive
flexibility—developing rapidly during PK-3.” The
brain’s architecture is shaped by consistent and
responsive interactions, particularly the back-and-
forth exchanges between children and caring adults
called serve-and-return interactions.’

Effective practices in the early grades align
intentional, play-based learning through open-ended
materials and environments with practices that meet
each child’s needs, strengths, and culture. Research
consistently finds that play is not a break from
learning—it is the primary vehicle for learning in
early childhood.’

Despite this evidence, early elementary classrooms
have shifted markedly toward passive, compliance-
oriented instruction over the past 25 years.!
Between 1998 and 2010, kindergarten classrooms
with dramatic play areas decreased by 29% while
daily worksheet use increased by 17%." The 2024
National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP) data indicate a reading and math crisis rooted
in challenges in the early grades and point to the
need to increase support, strengthen proficiency,
and accelerate learning for all students.” Only 31%
of Grade 4 students nationwide read at or above
proficiency—a figure that has remained persistently
low and worsened during the pandemic.” These
results underscore an urgent challenge of persistent
and widespread academic underperformance with
gaps emerging early and compounding over time.
This signals that the narrow skills-drill approach is
not delivering the outcomes it promises, and thus a
different approach is needed.
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Key Takeaways' from
Research and Bright Spots

- Play s central to children’s learning across the

PK-3 continuum. Children engaged in high-
quality imaginative play demonstrate stronger
vocabulary and narrative comprehension. Play-
based environments produce equivalent or
better academic outcomes compared to direct-
instruction-only approaches, with additional
advantages in creativity, self-reflection, and
motivation.

+ Guided play is the middle ground. Guided play

outperforms free play and direct instruction alone
for targeted learning outcomes, including early
math, shape knowledge, and spatial vocabulary..

+ Academic pressure is squeezing the joy out of

learning. Children in highly structured, direct-
instruction-only classrooms show short-term
reading gains that largely disappear in later grades
while showing increased behavioral problems,
lower academic motivation, and decreased
enthusiasm for school compared to peers who
experienced play-based learning.

- Developmental domains are intertwined.

Effective early learning pedagogy addresses
language and literacy, executive function,
emotional regulation, social skills, math and
science, physical development, and the creative
arts in an integrated way when possible. Overly
isolating academic skills—such as isolated
phonics drills and rote math computation—while
ignoring other domains can undermine learning
across the board.

- States and local education agencies (LEAs)

can take action to protect play-based learning.
Some states have enacted laws or implemented
strategies to encourage play-based instruction
from Pre-K through the early grades.




- Implementation barriers must be addressed.

Key obstacles to adopting early learning pedagogy
in the early grades include disconnects in
curriculum, pedagogy, standards, expectations,
and assessments between preschool and K-3;

the absence of a shared, measurable definition of
guided play-based learning; narrow assessment
systems that disregard children’s learning through
play; and insufficient professional preparation for
educators to align their practice with the latest
science of learning.
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Science-Based

The science of learning and development is
the base for all teaching practices.

Interdisciplinary

Domains of learning and development are
inextricably linked.

Play-Based

Play is the primary vehicle for student
learning.

Relational

Relationships facilitate learning.

Rigor is reflected in teaching that
purposefully weaves together play,
responsiveness, and flexibility to advance
student learning.

Early learning must be aligned and
continuous from preschool through Grade 3.




Below is a condensed list of actions for state and local
education leaders, educators, and families.

STATE AND LOCAL EDUCATION LEADERS

- Provide guidance and resources for play-based teaching and learning that can be
embraced and adopted by each grade level across the PK-3 continuum.

- Set curricular expectations that infuse play and flexibility into state standards.

- Support and incentivize professional development offerings, mentoring, and
coaching for PK-3 teachers focused on play-based learning.

EDUCATORS

- Incorporate guided play as a foundational instructional strategy into lesson plans,
curriculum activities, and daily classroom routines.
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- Prioritize active student engagement through play throughout the day.

- Use authentic, reliable and valid assessments that capture the full range of how
children learn.

- Inform parents and other family members about the importance of play-based
learning and incorporate the school context and family cultures into the materials,
environments, and activities.

PARENTS AND FAMILIES

- Ask how you can extend school activities at home for continuity.

- Play with your child while following their lead, and include plenty of time for
unstructured play that is unscheduled and screen-free.
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The Pedagogy of Early Learning

Research Brief

Introduction

The quality of students’ experiences across the preschool to Grade 3 (PK-3) continuum
creates a strong foundation for student lifelong learning and family success."” Walk into

a high-quality early learning classroom, and you will know it immediately by the joyous,
happy, and engaged experiences unfolding.' Children are engaged, purposeful, and
focused in activities like building, communicating, wondering, and creating. The teacher
is observing, questioning, extending thinking, and often kneeling down to interact with
students at eye level."” Learning is happening everywhere all at once; it does not resemble
the worksheet-and-didactic teacher-led instructional model that has crept into far too
many early grade environments.'$

The contrast between what early learning can look like and what it usually looks like is
why this research brief is important. The evidence base for high-quality early childhood
education is deep, consistent, and long-standing. Decades of research demonstrates what
conditions help young students thrive academically and later in life. The challenge is not
alack of research. The problem is that research does not always make it into classrooms,
schools, homes, or policy decisions in time to really matter for the children experiencing
it right now.

This brief explores the research base for early childhood education pedagogy with a
focus on play-based learning as the context for developmentally informed instruction;
and offers bright spots at the state and local levels. While this brief does not cover specific
pedagogy for core academic domains, the approach to early childhood pedagogy is
applicable across content areas. This brief is intended to support state and local decision
makers who set the conditions for preschool through Grade 3; state and local agencies
and administrators who shape pedagogical culture and professional development of

the adults working directly with students; classroom educators who make hundreds of
instructional and environmental decisions every day; and parents and families who are
the primary influencers of their child’s learning and development.
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Background

Young students are naturally curious and eager to
make sense of the world around them.” They learn
best through active exploration and play, social
interaction, and experiences that connect new ideas to
what they already know.>° Decades of research based
on the science of learning consistently show children
construct knowledge and understanding when they
are actively engaged and allowed to move, converse,
and actively interact in the environment.? Yet, over
the last 25 years, early elementary classrooms have
increasingly relied on instructional practices that

do not best meet these needs—extended periods of
seatwork, isolated skills drills, and worksheet-heavy
practice.?

The gap between research on how students learn

best and classroom practices is wide and growing in
many schools. Far too many children in kindergarten
and the early elementary grades, and increasingly in
some preschool programs, have their day dominated
by sitting and listening. As Golinkoff and Hirsh-Pasek
(2016) argue, schools overemphasize teaching facts
while underemphasizing how to learn, think deeply,
and make connections.?

According to the national Early Childhood Longitudinal
Study (ECLS-K), between 1998 and 2010, the number
of kindergarten teachers reporting the presence of
dramatic play areas in their classrooms decreased by
29%, while daily worksheet use increased by 17%.%* In
part, these shifts stem from Congress’s passage of the
No Child Left Behind Act in 2002.% The law tied school
performance to standardized test scores in reading and
math beginning in Grade 3 and required states to create
systems to measure school accountability.

The law also prompted states and districts receiving
Reading First funding to enact reading blocks, often
90 to 120 minutes per day.?® These focused heavily on
constrained skills such as letter recognition, phonics
drills, and other prerequisite literacy skills in the

early grades. While the science conclusively shows
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that phonics are critical to early literacy, data show
what we are implementing is not working for most
children, with only 31% of fourth graders reading
proficiently.?” Math instruction is frequently basic
and repetitive, missing opportunities for reasoning,
problem-solving, and mathematical talk.?® Children
in K-3 classrooms receive as little as 18 minutes of
science instruction per day,* and social studies, the
arts, and physical education are similarly squeezed. In
schools serving children who need the most support,
these patterns are especially pronounced. Children in
under-resourced schools experience an overemphasis
on isolated skill work and have fewer opportunities
for the kind of integrated, inquiry-driven learning
that builds content knowledge, vocabulary, critical
thinking, and a genuine love of learning.>

The loss of instruction and learning environments
guided by early learning pedagogy has also come
at a cost to children’s overall development.*!
Young students are still learning to manage

their emotions, build relationships, and navigate
structured environments. These capacities are

not only foundational and often, pre-requisites for
students’ school success but also for their lifelong
well-being. School environments dominated by
passive, compliance-oriented instruction with
few opportunities for student talk and choice offer
limited opportunities for developing self-regulation,
collaboration, confidence, and agency.*

Critically, the narrow focus on constrained skills has
not led to the desired academic outcomes. Results
from the 2024 National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP), known as the Nation’s Report

Card, underscore an urgent challenge: persistent and
widespread reading and math underperformance with
gaps emerging early and compounding over time.>
Only 31% of fourth graders nationwide read above
proficiency on the NAEP. This figure has remained
low for decades and worsened during the COVID-19
pandemic. These data point to the need for a different
approach. They point to the need for stronger early
literacy and numeracy foundations for all children




built through richer, more engaging instruction that
advances learning rather than constrains it. This
includes ensuring learning in Pre-K and kindergarten
through third grade is rigorous, joyful, and playful.

Compounding these pedagogical and instructional
challenges are the fragmented and uneven systems
that govern PK-3. Children entering kindergarten
may have attended public school Pre-K, Head Start,
state-funded preschool, or private child care—each of
which can be governed by different funding streams,
quality standards, and accountability systems.>*

This array of options means children’s experiences
vary significantly based on geography, income,

and program type. Indeed, some children enter
kindergarten without any prior school or group child
care experiences. Additionally, coordinating coherent
pedagogical approaches across the PK-3 continuum is
challenging. At the school level, principals and other
instructional administrators often lack specialized
knowledge of early learning, leading to instructional
frameworks designed for older students being used
in Kindergarten through Grade 3 classrooms.® At

the state level, curriculum adoption policies, literacy
and math laws, and assessment policies send mixed
signals to teachers and schools about what constitutes
good pedagogy.

There are signs of promise and meaningful shifts in
a different direction. Recent action in some states
and school districts, discussed in this brief, reflects a
growing interest in ensuring instruction that aligns
with the science of early learning and development,
including instruction that centers on guided play.

Every good pedagogical decision across
the PK-3 continuum flows from an
understanding of the science of learning
and development.
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Research

Every good pedagogical decision across the PK-3
continuum flows from an understanding of the
science of learning and development—which are the
child development foundations and neuroscience that
shows how students learn best.>® The first eight years
of life are a period of extraordinary development.

The number of connections young children form
between brain cells peaks around age three, and
continues to change through middle childhood.*”

The brain wires and rewires itself based on children’s
relationships and experiences. The regions of the
brain managing language, emotional regulation,
executive function, and sensory processing are all
actively and significantly developing during these
years. During the early childhood years, working
memory, inhibitory control, and cognitive flexibility—
the components of executive functioning—develop
rapidly,*® and pretend play in particular is thought to
enhance these functions.*

The back-and-forth exchanges between a child and
an adult, coined serve-and-return interactions by the
Harvard Center on the Developing Child, are how the
brain builds its architecture for learning, behavior,
and health.*® A classroom where a teacher talks at
children rather than with them, where questions are
rhetorical rather than genuine, where children’s ideas
are dismissed rather than explored, is a classroom
working against optimal brain development. Early
learning pedagogy aligns intentional, play-based
learning within rich, accessible, open-ended
environments with practices that meet the child’s
needs, interests, strengths, age, developmental
status, and cultural background.” Teachers support
the development of secure and positive relationships
between children, their peers, and adults in the
classroom and build relationships with the child’s
family to support the child’s development.*




HOW CHILDREN LEARN

Interdisciplinary

The domains of child development and learning are
not separate silos, they are inextricably linked.”* A
child’s language development is intertwined with
their social and emotional growth; their physical
development shapes their capacity to focus and
regulate behavior; their mathematical thinking

is deepened through storytelling, block building,

and dramatic play. This integration extends across
content areas as well. Science and mathematics
reinforce each other. Children who engage in scientific
inquiry develop measurement, data, and reasoning
skills that deepen mathematical understanding,
while mathematical thinking sharpens scientific
problem-solving.** Science and social studies, in turn,
are powerful vehicles for building the vocabulary,
background knowledge, and comprehension skills
that are foundational to literacy.*> Children who
explore how plants grow, how communities work, or
how weather changes are simultaneously building the
content knowledge and language that make complex
texts accessible in later grades. Effective early learning
pedagogy does not treat literacy as separate from
science, or social and emotional learning as separate
from academic content. Instead, it recognizes that
young children learn across domains simultaneously
and that instruction designed to address multiple
domains at once is both based on how young children
learn and more effective than instruction that isolates
discrete skills.*®

Relational

Relationships are not a backdrop to learning in the
early grades, they are the mechanism through which
learning happens. Research on the science of learning
and development consistently shows that children
learn best in the context of secure, responsive,

and trusting relationships with adults and peers.*’
When teachers know their students well, respond

to their interests and needs, and create classroom
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environments where children feel safe to take risks
and make mistakes, the conditions for deep learning
are established. Conversely, classrooms where
relationships are thin, interactions are primarily
corrective, and children feel anxious or unseen are
classrooms working against optimal development.

Intentional Instruction

Effective early learning teaching is both purposeful
and responsive and addresses the whole child.*® In
this approach, rigor is reflected in teaching that
purposefully weaves together play, responsiveness,
and flexibility to advance learning. This reframes
rigor not as skills taught in isolation, but as the
intentional design of learning experiences that engage
children meaningfully and support their development
across domains.

Intentional instruction addresses the full range

of children’s development. This means attending

not only to academic skill development in literacy
and mathematics, but equally to children’s social

and emotional development, physical health and
movement, creative expression, and sense of identity
and belonging.* A child who is hungry, tired, anxious,
or socially isolated cannot fully access instruction
regardless of its quality. Intentional instruction
acknowledges that these dimensions of development
are prerequisites for, not distractions from, academic
learning.

It also requires designing learning experiences

that build knowledge and skills across domains
simultaneously. Rather than isolating discrete skills,
educators use approaches such as play, exploration,
and integrated learning experiences to support
language, cognition, social interaction, and self-
regulation together. Instructional decisions about
scheduling, environment, materials, and grouping
are made with the full developmental picture of each
child in mind, not only their performance on discrete
academic measures, ensuring that learning is both
meaningful and connected.




The Role of Play in Early Learning

Few things in early education generate as much
debate as play, especially in grades K-3.5° Somewhere
along the way, the idea that play and learning are
incompatible or in competition took hold. The science
of early learning and development tells us this is not
true. In fact, for young students, play is not a break
from learning. It is the primary vehicle for learning.

The evidence for play is strong:

- Play fosters social, emotional, physical, cognitive,
and creative skills more so than® traditional
direct instruction in the primary classroom.

« Children engaged in high-quality imaginative
play demonstrate stronger vocabulary, narrative
comprehension, and theory of mind than matched
peers in low-play conditions.”

- Play-based learning environments produce
equivalent or superior academic outcomes
compared to direct-instruction-only approaches,
with additional advantages in creativity, self-
regulation, and motivation.>*

« Children in highly structured, academic
kindergartens show short-term reading gains that
largely disappear in the later primary grades,>
while showing increased behavioral problems,
lower academic motivation, and decreased
enthusiasm for school compared to play-based
peers.>¢

Play is not a single construct, but rather there are
many types of play experiences along a spectrum,
including free play (e.g., children have freedom to
engage and discover with minimal constraints) and
guided play (e.g., adults provide structure to support
specific learning goals with children).5” Across this
spectrum, children may engage in a variety of play
types (see Figure 1) such as:

- Sociodramatic and imaginative play with dress-
up clothes, puppets, and props, which supports
children’s narrative thinking, perspective taking,
and social competence.
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- Construction play with blocks and loose parts
like buttons or container lids, which promotes
spatial reasoning, creativity, persistence, and
mathematical and literacy concepts.*

- Exploratory and sensory play with items like sand
and water, natural materials, and play-dough,
which builds skills such as hypothesis testing,
scientific reasoning, and vocabulary.®°

Guided Play as a Middle Ground
Between Free Play and Direct
Instruction

Play-based learning is theoretically grounded in the
understanding that young children who are engaged
in play experience heightened motivation to learn.® In
addition, when adults mindfully guide children’s play
to address a targeted outcome, enhanced scaffolding
of development and learning can occur.®> A primary
factor in achieving learning outcomes in play-based
learning is the guidance provided by an intentional
teacher. In guided play, teachers follow children’s
intrinsic motivation to learn and follow their lead

to scaffold and extend learning. Teachers do this by
asking open-ended questions, modeling problem
solving, and reinforcing the child’s thoughts and
ideas.®> Skene and colleagues (2022) call guided play
“the middle ground between free play and direct
instruction”, which is an appealing solution to the
tensions between academic outcomes and practices
aligned with the science of early learning and
development that professionals face in early childhood
education environments.** Evidence suggests guided
play could be key to achieving learning outcomes. A
recent research review reported positive outcomes
associated with guided play-based learning when
compared to direct instruction, including early

math skills, shape knowledge, and task switching.*
Further, researchers examining studies comparing
guided discovery-based learning (i.e., independent
exploration) to direct instruction in a meta-analysis of
360 studies found that enhanced discovery in which
educators provided feedback to children, scaffolded,
and elicited explanations benefited learners.%




FIGURE 1: TYPES OF PLAY AND HOW IT SUPPORTS STUDENT LEARNING

Play Type How it Supports Student Learning

Language development; narrative thinking; perspective-taking; emotion

Sociod ti
Ir(r)ncaloinl;:ltrin: ll)cl; regulation; abstract reasoning; social competence (e.g., Lillard et al., 2013;
\i
8 v Nicolopoulou et al., 2015; Smits-van der Nat, 2024)
Construction Spatial reasoning; mathematical and literacy concepts; problem-solving;
Play (blocks, creativity; persistence; cause-and-effect thinking; convergent and divergent
loose parts) thinking (e.g., Cankaya et al., 2025; Verdine et al., 2014)
Gross motor development; risk tolerance; spatial awareness; executive function;
Outdoor / ) . .
Phusical Pla stress regulation; on task behavior (e.g., Brussoni et al., 2015; Lundy et al., 2021,
v v Sandseter & Kennair, 2011)
Game Play Executive function; turn-taking; number concepts; strategic thinking (e.g.,
(with rules) Diamond, 2013)

Exploratory Play | Curiosity; hypothesis testing; vocabulary; scientific reasoning (e.g., Bonawitz et
(science, sensory) | al., 2012; Neuman & Dwyer, 2009; Nicolopoulou et al. 2015)

Adult-supported inquiry while preserving child agency and choice; an effective

Guided P1
uided Ay bridge between free play and direct instruction (e.g., Weisber et al., 2016)

Technology and Play-Based Learning

The prevalence of digital devices and online games - Despite the growing availability of and positive
have changed both classroom-based and home- findings for online games,* not all games are
based learning.”” The COVID-19 pandemic further equally effective. Just as with hands-on games,
heightened attention to the role of technology adults should carefully select educational digital
and digital devices in young children’s learning games according to:

and development.® The reality is children may be — Targeted learning objectives

exposed to technology in their daily lives, and there — The age and developmental appropriateness
are important cautions that parents and educators can of games, including recommended limits on
take to ensure healthy development. screen time based on age

— Documented outcomes of the online game
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« Adults should:

Develop plans for digital play that limit screen
time and promote other learning activities,
including free play and guided play with
hands-on materials, outdoor play, and teacher-
directed instruction

Actively supervise and cooperatively guide
children during these activities to ensure
learning outcomes are achieved, and children
learn safe online behavior appropriate to their
age. This often requires multiple adults.

Monitor the progress of children on targeted
learning outcomes and make changes as
needed, including shifting to more hands-on
play-based activities

Plan for and assess the generalization of skills
to everyday situations
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IMPLEMENTATION BARRIERS

As with any form of pedagogy or instruction, what
actually happens in classrooms varies widely and
depends on the skills and knowledge of the educators
and the supports they receive. In their Learning to
Play Framework for policy and practice, Parker and
colleagues (2022) identified several challenges to
teacher implementation of playful learning in primary
classrooms:™

1. Distinct pedagogical approaches and differences
in instructional practices between preschool and
primary grades has resulted in uneven uptake of
play-based learning. There has been increased
pressure to provide more direct academic
instruction in preschools, and calls to ready
primary grades for young children and requisite
developmentally appropriate play. The research-
to-practice rift is widened by the relative dearth
of applied research on play-based learning in
primary grades rather than preschool”

2. No simple definition for play-based learning,
which can encompass the spectrum from
child-directed free play to structured adult-led
activities. Without a shared definition, measuring
implementation fidelity is difficult, as is
sustaining policy change.

3. Alack of a cohesive, agreed upon framework
that straddles PK-3 learning contexts and creates
shared understanding across educators and
policymakers.

For young students, play is not a break
from learning. It is the primary vehicle
for learning.



Bright Spots

SEAs, LEAs, and school administrators across the nation are working
to innovate in play-based learning in several ways, including enacting
legislation and launching state and local initiatives.

STATE INITIATIVES: CURRICULUM IN THE EARLY GRADES

Expanding Ideal Learning Environments in Colorado

Early Milestones Colorado partnered with Trust for Learning to expand ideal learning environments

through a grant called Ideal Learning Environments in Pre-K through Kindergarten. Grantees

were required to demonstrate play-based learning, positive relationships, and strength-based
approaches. In 2022, six grantees were funded to expand ideal learning environments throughout Colorado with
a focus on principles such as “The teacher is a guide, nurturing presence, and co-constructor of knowledge” and
“instruction is personalized to acknowledge each child’s unique development and abilities””

Eagleton Elementary School in Denver adopted the Tools of Mind (Tools) curriculum? to build social and emotional
skills and enhance academic outcomes through play. Tools uses a variety of activities and materials to enhance

skills in all developmental domains. Activities are designed to encourage children to engage with minimal teacher
facilitation or direction. Large group, small group, individual, and paired activities promote peer cooperation and
support, collectivism rather than competition, and embedded self-regulation activities to increase pro-social
behaviors.” Initial anecdotal reports show that teachers trained on Tools reported a greater understanding of the
children’s unique strengths, their needs, and how to prepare the environment to scaffold learning. Teachers also
reported feeling better prepared to support children as they returned to school post-pandemic, using play-based
learning to address trauma, anxiety, and socialization needs.”

Implementing Playful Curriculum and Learning Practices
% Boston Public Schools is a compelling example of what it looks like to extend the science of early
learning and development and play-based practices beyond Pre-K into the early elementary
grades. After years of implementing a strong Pre-K program, the district’s Department of Early
Childhood (DEC) , under the direction of Jason Sachs, realized that to sustain children’s Pre-K gains, it needed to
make changes in the grades that follow. DEC developed an aligned curriculum (Focus) that deliberately brings the
instructional pedagogy of early childhood into kindergarten through Grade 2. Embedded in the curriculum are

center/studio time where children play or work collaboratively, teacher-led small-group instruction, daily read-
alouds, theme-based and project-based lessons, storytelling, and opportunities for feedback.”
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The district pursued accreditation from the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) for
its Pre-K and kindergarten classrooms as a structural lever for quality improvement. They used this process to build
a culture of early learning across the district’s elementary schools and to bring principals into meaningful dialogue
about developmentally informed practice. Woven throughout all grade levels are storytelling and story acting

and a thinking-and-feedback protocol that treats children’s play and creations as worthy of serious discussion.
Professional development reinforces this work with the district’'s annual kindergarten conference and ongoing
coaching by DEC.

Fostering Playful Learning Practices in PK-3

% In 2023, with funding from the state’s Elementary and Secondary School Emergency Relief, the
Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education launched its Playful Learning
Institute (PLI)7” developed in collaboration with Boston Public Schools. For several years, Boston

Public Schools has embedded playful learning practices in preschool, kindergarten and the early grades, and other
Massachusetts school districts expressed interest in exploring how to implement these in their own schools.

PLI launched with five schools and has expanded over three years, providing coaching and resources to several
schools across Massachusetts, in rural, suburban, and urban communities. Rather than promoting specific curricula,
the Institute centers its approach on six playful practices: community meetings, centers and studios, storytelling and
story acting, writing, thinking and feedback, and read-alouds and text talks. Promoting a playful learning approach
that is not directly tied to a specific curriculum may help sustain it in schools since school districts regularly adopt
new curricula to stay aligned with current research. Further, because school districts typically adopt curricula
separately for Pre-K and K-Grade 5, Massachusetts is intentionally building alignment across the PK-3 span.

Protecting Children’s “Work Time”

@ When Kristi Dominguez, a former kindergarten teacher, became superintendent of Ferndale School
District in Washington state in 2022, she directed her staff to convene an early learning task force
that brought together teachers, principals, parents, and community members to assess kindergarten

and develop a shared vision. The taskforce delivered recommendations that Dominguez adopted as the district’s

early learning plan , with child-centered, play-based pedagogy at its core. In the 2023-2024 school year, Ferndale
began implementing “children’s work time,” a full, uninterrupted hour of daily guided play, deliberately scheduled
during prime instructional hours rather than tacked on at the end of the day. The placement signaled to teachers,
families, and principals that play is not a reward or a break from learning. It is the learning.

The district invested in high-quality materials, including open-ended art supplies, blocks, sensory bins, and
imaginary play props, to ensure that every kindergarten classroom had the same tools regardless of which school a
child attended. The district also invested in teacher training to shift their roles from directors to facilitators. During
work time, teachers circulate—asking probing questions, noting children’s observations and understanding, and
using the information to determine small groups for targeted instruction.”
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STATE LEGISLATION

To shift the trajectory of instructional practices that are misaligned with developmental science and
how young children actually learn, a handful of states have enacted legislation to safeguard play-based PK-3
learning environments.

New Hampshire

In 2018, New Hampshire passed a law requiring kindergarten learning environments that allow
children to move freely, explore, engage in creative expression, and initiate play.*° In 2026, legislators
introduced a new bill to extend the play-based approach enacted in 2018 through Grade 3. The
new language states, “Educators shall create a learning environment that facilitates high-quality, child-directed
experiences based upon early childhood best teaching practices and play-based learning that comprise movement,
creative expression, exploration, socialization, and music”.®' It also extends recess for all children from kindergarten
through Grade 8 and prohibits the denial of recess as a disciplinary measure.®? At the time this brief was being
written, the legislation was still pending and working its way through the legislative process.

The New Hampshire law was a good first step by establishing a requirement, but it did not define play-based
learning, address implementation needs, or allocate funding. Teachers had questions about how to shift from
teacher-directed instruction to play-based learning while still meeting state academic standards. Through the
federal Preschool Development Grant (PDG) program, the state awarded a subgrant of $26.8 million dollars to the
University of New Hampshire's Early Childhood Initiative to enhance the State’s early childhood system, including
defining play-based learning as a child-directed, teacher-facilitated approach that is enjoyable, process-oriented,
and essential for holistic development, and providing coaching for teachers to implement the new requirements.*
By clearly defining play-based learning and providing much-needed supports and resources, the state increased
teacher efficacy and its use of play-based instruction.®*

The LEGO Foundation provided $1.3 million dollars to the University of New Hampshire to further assist teachers
in meeting the State mandate. This funding provided training in over 64 school districts to increase the use of
guided play and coaches to support teachers in incorporating play in their classrooms. Initial data show an increase
in teacher confidence in guided play, where coaching is available. These teachers report fewer behavioral concerns,
better social and emotional regulation among kindergartners, and increased positive social interactions in their
classrooms.®

Oklahoma

‘@ The 2021 Play to Learn Act in Oklahoma defined early childhood education as Pre-K through

3rd grade.® The law defines play as the spontaneous activity of children and play-based learning
as critical for a child’s overall development. The law specifies play-based learning as joyful
and child directed, to “focus on the importance of child-centered, play-based learning as the most rigorous and
most developmentally appropriate way for children in the early childhood grade levels to learn literacy, science,
technology, engineering, art, and math academic concepts”.8” One of the most compelling features of this law
is that it explicitly restricts school districts from preventing teachers from using play-based learning in early

The Pedagogy of Early Learning: A State of the Field Research Brief




childhood education.®® The Oklahoma State Department of Education’s efforts to support implementation included
professional learning sessions, Playing with Purpose, emphasizing how intentional, play-centered instruction
strengthens children’s mastery of state standards through deeper engagement and understanding.®

Connecticut

In 2024, Connecticut passed a law mandating the use of play-based instruction in preschool and

kindergarten and strongly encourages and intentionally authorizes its use in Grades 1-5.°° The law

overtly acknowledges the importance of developmentally aligned instruction in the early grades
but goes a step further by creating a structure to extend playful learning practices across all elementary years.
Connecticut has enhanced professional development activities, materials, products, and resources to assist teachers

in operationalizing and implementing play-based learning at all grade levels.”!
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Areas to Take Action
ACTIONS FOR SEAS AND LEAS

SEAs play an important role in establishing the
conditions that enable local schools, educators,

and communities to operationalize early learning
pedagogy in the classroom, helping the youngest
students gain a solid educational foundation. LEAs
translate state policies for practical application at the
district, school, and classroom levels. They ensure
supports, resources, and professional development
activities meet the developmental needs of every
child.

- Adopt language that bridges the PK-3
continuum. Given pedagogical differences
between preschool and the early elementary
grades, SEAs may consider shifting terminology
from “play-based learning” to “active learning”
or “experiential learning”? to promote broader
educator and school administrator buy-in across
the continuum. Regardless of the terminology
used, however, SEAs and LEAs should make clear
that educational play is defined by qualities rather
than specific activity types. Educational play is
meaningful, joyful, iterative, activity-engaging,
and socially interactive.”?

Operationalize guided play for classroom
practices. Provide clear guidance for practitioners
on what guided play looks like in PK-3 settings,
including how educators can effectively embed
learning opportunities across developmental

and academic domains within scaffolded

play experiences. This includes developing
observation tools, instructional examples, and
professional learning supports aligned with the
tenets of early learning pedagogy.

Set curricular expectations that promote all
children’s developmental domains. Establishing
curricula criteria across the PK-3 continuum

that promote learning outcomes across all
developmental domains, include an emphasis on
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active play-based learning, and offer sufficient
flexibility for teachers and schools to adapt
curricula and instruction to the needs of children
of their communities.

Support and incentivize professional
development offerings, mentoring, and
coaching for PK-3 practitioners in research-
informed guided play practices that can be used
to address literacy and math learning outcomes
as well as social skills and emotion regulation,
science and social studies, problem-solving, and
creativity.

Consider assessment policies that shift away
from systems that rely solely on discrete skill-
based measures and instead establish policies
that support the use of authentic, valid, and
reliable assessments situated within play-based
learning. Specifically, assessment systems in PK-3
should address all domains of child development,
be embedded in authentic learning contexts,

be able to identify children who need specific
supports, and generate actionable information for
educators and schools.

Engage parents and other family members
in program planning and implementation
concerning developmentally informed
practices while recognizing the barriers some
family members may face in participating and
offering alternatives to participation.

ACTIONS FOR EDUCATION
PRACTITIONERS

Prioritize play as a foundational teaching
strategy. Educators should ensure play-based
learning for all children, including those who

are not meeting school readiness or grade level
expectations and arrange intentional teacher
support during play-based activities. Principals
can monitor scheduling and grouping practices to
ensure that intervention time is not replacing play
for students who need it most.




- Use authentic, reliable, and valid assessments
that capture the full range of what children
know and how children learn. Assessment
should be able to measure targeted learning
outcomes through play-based learning, including
child-directed, guided play, and adult-facilitated
play experiences.

- Be intentional and strategic about when
independent seatwork is used. In K-3
classrooms, educators should reserve
independent seatwork for learning objectives
that genuinely require it, rather than as a default
instructional mode. Educators mix and vary the
contexts in which students learn and include
paired peer, small group and whole group
activities when it matches the learning objectives.
When independent seatwork is required, it should
be balanced with freeplay, guided play and/or
active play such as recess. Principals can support
teachers in designing schedules that protect
time for different learning modalities and resist
pressure to reduce or eliminate opportunities for

play.

- Improve parents’ awareness of the role of play
in the classroom by sharing weekly notes about
how children engage in play, inviting families to
co-learn during center time or classroom projects,
or offering play-based parent-teacher-child
nights where children lead the parents in play.

ACTIONS FOR PARENTS AND
FAMILIES

- Partner with teachers to support play-based
learning. Parents and families are key influences
in their child’s learning and development. Parents
and families can engage with their child’s teacher
in a variety of ways to partner on providing high-
quality experiences, such as:

— Reviewing the daily routine, recess policies,
and time scheduled for different types of play
and playful learning, and communicating their
preferences to school leaders.
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— Asking the teacher what play-based learning
looks like in their classroom, how often play-
based activities happen, and how they support
children’s growth and development in literacy,
math, and science.

— Discussing how you can extend school
activities at home for continuity.

— Donating materials and suggest play-based
activities

+ Support play-based learning at home. Parents

and families can play with their child while
following their lead, including providing many
opportunities for their child to explore and
experiment through play, and, when possible,
including plenty of time for unstructured play that
is unscheduled and screen-free. To do this, parents
can consider offering plenty of creative materials
for children to use in the home (e.g., nature-based
items such as branches, leaves, dirt; recycled
materials such as cardboard, plastic lids and
containers, and buttons; and traditional materials
such as crayons, paint, paper, yarn, and fabric).

- Communicate the importance of play-based

learning. Parents and families can use their
voices to advocate for play-based opportunities
in educational settings and beyond. This can look

like:

— Bringing up the importance of play-based
learning while interacting with other parents,
and advocating for it in your child’s school or
program.

— Attending school board meetings and
participating in parent-teacher organization
(PTO) meetings to promote the importance of
play-based learning.

— Working with your neighbors and other
community members to ensure play
opportunities are available in libraries,
community centers, and other spaces
frequented by children.

— Requesting funding and support for play-based
learning environments from your local, state,
and federal policymakers.




Conclusion

High-quality experiences in the early grades draw on the science of learning and a deep
understanding of child development. Effective early learning pedagogy is science-based and
grounded in how children grow and learn across interconnected domains. It is relational,
recognizing that trusting relationships between children and adults are foundational to learning.
Honoring play is a primary vehicle through which young students make meaning of their

world and what they are learning. It is intentionally rigorous, weaving together active learning,
responsiveness, and flexibility to support the whole child. And it is a coherent continuum across
PK-3, where classrooms support child development, learning, agency, positive relationships with
adults, and joyful associations with school.

This brief highlights both the opportunities and the challenges related to the pedagogy of early
learning. SEAs, LEAs, and education administrators across the U.S. serve as positive case studies
of how legislative actions and state and local initiatives can support high-quality early learning.
Although the evidence is promising and deeply aligned with how children learn best, additional
research is warranted to better understand the impact of these pedagogical tenets and to identify
which specific practices work best for children and under which circumstances. Early childhood
provides a short, yet critical, window of opportunity. Using these tenets will help ensure a strong
foundation for children’s future learning and development.
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Resources

Active Playful Learning
https://activeplayfullearning.com/

Boston Public Schools, Focus Curriculum
https://www.bostonpublicschools.org/academics/focus-curriculum

Brookings, Playful Learning
https:/www.brookings.edu/tags/playful-learning/

Focus on Developmentally Appropriate Practice: Equitable and Joyful Learning in Kindergarten, NAEYC
https:/www.naeyc.org/resources/pubs/books/dap-focus-kindergarten

The LEGO Foundation, Learning through Play
learningthroughplay.com

Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, Playful Learning Institute
https://www.doe.mass.edu/sfs/earlylearning/pli.html

New America, Transforming Kindergarten
https://www.newamerica.org/collections/transforming-kindergarten/

Project Zero Pedagogy of Play
https://pz.harvard.edu/resources/pedagogy-of-play-book

U.S. Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs,
Early Childhood Technical Assistance Center
https://ectacenter.org/

U.S. Department of Education, National Comprehensive Center Network
https://compcenternetwork.org/
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