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Ms. Elena’s Head Start classroom is filled with eager 3- and 4-year-olds. It’s center time, and
the children have split into small groups. At one center, Ms. Elena has carefully selected play
materials—including a barn, a chicken coop, and animal figurines—that reflect the story
lines and specific vocabulary words from books she read aloud related to farm life as part of
the class’s storybook theme of the week. While Ms. Elena looks on, Sara, Javon, and Ashish
arrive at the center and immediately pick up the toys. They each choose a figurine and begin
playing. Sara says to Javon, “I’ll be the cow!” Javon says, “Okay, then I’ll be the chicken. I’m
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going to go sleep in the coop. The cow
should go sleep in the barn.” Ashish says,
“Then I’ll be the horse, and I’ll go sleep in
the barn too.”
Together, the three children move their
figurines to the coop and the barn while
making mooing, clucking, and neighing
sounds. Since coop was one of the
week’s focus words, Ms. Elena joins in the
children’s play, making sure that Sara and
Ashish understand the word as well as
Javon: “Sleeping in the coop sounds like
a great idea, Javon! A coop is a house for
chickens. Remember when we saw a coop
on our field trip to Maple Farm? Javon,
Sara, and Ashish, where do you think the
chickens would live if we didn’t have a
coop on the farm?” Ashish says, “I think
they live in the barn!” Then Sara says, “Yes,
they live in the barn, because it’s nice and
warm inside there.” Ms. Elena says, “That
sounds like a really good place for the
chickens to live if we didn’t have a coop!”
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At this point, Ms. Elena steps back and
the children take up a new direction for
the play. She continues to listen for ways
to build on the children’s interests and
reinforce their weekly focus words during
the session without interrupting their play.

Why play?

playful learning

why play
promotes learning and development.
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From animal brains
to children’s behavior
and development.

What is guided play?

skills and executive functions (e.g., attention, memory,

science of learning
ingredients of successful learning: learning occurs
active
engaged
socially interactive
connections

Javon is mentally active when he thinks about
where he learned the name of the place where
chickens sleep and then uses the word coop
appropriately. Sara is engaged when she chooses
to be the cow and moves in concert with Javon
and Ashish instead of being distracted by other
groups at play. Ms. Elena made the word coop
more meaningful for the children by making
a connection to when the children visited
Maple Farm. Finally, the children were socially
interactive when they built a play scenario that
involved all three of them, with Ms. Elena joining
in as a scaffolder.
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Guided play features child agency
and gentle adult guidance toward
the learning goal.
Language development
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Mathematics and spatial skills

Why does guided play work?
Fledgling evidence from
brain science
enhanced discovery
opportunities to receive immediate, meaningful adult
an active, engaged, meaningful, and socially interactive

Pablo, Keisha, and Nari arrive at a table filled with
tiles of different shapes. They all pick up pieces
and begin snapping Magna-Tiles together. Nari
says, “I’m going to build a tower! I can’t get these
pieces to fit.” Ms. Elena is observing the children
and chooses this moment to join in and say, “What
shapes do you have, Nari?” Pablo says, “Nari has
a square.” “That’s right, Pablo. Nari has a square.
Nari, can you find another square?” Nari holds
up a square. Ms. Elena says, “What makes that
a square?” She pauses to let the children think
about it, then continues, “It has four sides that
are all the same length.” She then says, “I wonder
if it’s possible to make a bigger square using the
pieces you are holding up.” Keisha says, “Hmmm
… I want to try!” The children look at each other
and lay the pieces down—eventually discovering
that by putting all four of the squares together,
they create a larger square. Ms. Elena notices their
discovery, and says, “Wow! You made a bigger
square! It still has four sides, and all of the sides
are the same length.”

playful experimentation.

scientists call proactive control

a

—a readiness
engagement to reinforce important skills.

48

Young Children

May 2017

Guided play increases children’s
knowledge through immediate,
meaningful adult feedback.

Using a prepared play environment to foster a mise en
place—a readiness to anticipate events and explore
an activity.
for active, engaged, meaningful, and socially interactive

talons and
nostrils

Looking forward
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particularly important for developing interventions to

stress or trauma.
.
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