














that they do not have time to play
with their children, pediatricians
can help parents understand that
playful learning moments are
everywhere, and even daily chores
alongside parents can be turned into
playful opportunities, especially if
the children are actively interacting
with parents and imitating chores.
Young children typically seek more
attention from parents.#® Active play
stimulates children’s curiosity and
helps them develop the physical and
social skills needed for school and
later life.32

CONCLUSIONS

e Cultural shifts, including less
parent engagement because of
parents working full-time, fewer
safe places to play, and more
digital distractions, have limited
the opportunities for children
to play. These factors may
negatively affect school readiness,
children’s healthy adjustment,
and the development of important
executive functioning skills;

e Play is intrinsically motivated and
leads to active engagement and
joyful discovery. Although free
play and recess need to remain
integral aspects of a child’s day,
the essential components of play
can also be learned and adopted
by parents, teachers, and other
caregivers to promote healthy
child development and enhance
learning;

e The optimal educational model
for learning is for the teacher to

engage the student in activities that

promote skills within that child’s
zone of proximal development,
which is best accomplished
through dialogue and guidance,
not via drills and passive rote

learning. There is a current debate,

particularly about preschool

curricula, between an emphasis on
content and attempts to build skills

by introducing seat work earlier

versus seeking to encourage active
engagement in learning through
play. With our understanding

of early brain development, we
suggest that learning is better
fueled by facilitating the child’s
intrinsic motivation through play
rather than extrinsic motivations,
such as test scores;

An alternative model for learning
is for teachers to develop a safe,
stable, and nurturing relationship
with the child to decrease stress,
increase motivation, and ensure
receptivity to activities that
promote skills within each child’s
zone of proximal development. The
emphasis in this preventive and
developmental model is to promote
resilience in the presence of
adversity by enhancing executive
functioning skills with free play
and guided play;

Play provides ample opportunities
for adults to scaffold the foundational
motor, social-emotional, language,
executive functioning, math, and
self-regulation skills needed to be
successful in an increasingly complex
and collaborative world. Play helps
to build the skills required for our
changing world; and

Play provides a singular
opportunity to build the executive
functioning that underlies adaptive
behaviors at home; improve
language and math skills in school;
build the safe, stable, and nurturing
relationships that buffer against
toxic stress; and build social—
emotional resilience.

For more information, see Kearney
et al’s Using Joyful Activity To Build

Resiliency in Children in Response to

Toxic Stress.147
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