
 

 

Play 

OVERVIEW 
 
Play is essential for the cognitive, physical, social and emotional 
wellbeing of children and adolescents. It provides students with 
a way to create and explore a world they can make sense of and 
master. As students play, they work with others, share, take 
turns, negotiate, resolve conflicts and engage in self-advocacy. 
Play enables students to discover areas of personal interest.  
 
Engaging in playful behaviour has positive effects on the brain 
and a student’s ability to learn. Participating in unstructured 
breaks throughout the day results in students being more 
attentive to academic tasks. Providing clear-cut and significant 
changes in activity enhances students’ cognitive capacity – their 
ability to store and remember new information. 
 
When younger children engage in pretend play, they are able to 
role play real world experiences in a safe space e.g. going to the 
doctor. It helps them to make sense of events and develop self-
regulation skills. Role play is important for all ages and 
promotes creative fluency and originality. 
 
Play is particularly important for adolescents as their brains are 
still developing. It helps with executive functioning skills such as 
decision making and memory as well as the development of 
creative thinking, social skills and independence. 
 
 
Key Research points: 
 
Children who engage in play are less likely to be anxious or have 
difficulties with attention and control. 
 
Play and high quality family time are protective influences. 
 
Over-supervised and over-scheduled students tend to be less 
independent, resourceful and creative. 
 
Social play helps adolescents develop self-regulation skills. 

“Play is the right of every child.” 
United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 
 
Social play for adolescents may include playing games, acting, 
forming a band or dance group. Independent play may include 
writing stories, constructing, engaging with pets or completing 
puzzles. Play provides opportunities for physical activity, creative 
expression and demonstration of competence. 

 
WHAT TEACHERS CAN DO 
> Use play-based tasks as an opportunity to observe 
students and see the world from their vantage point 
> Incorporate intellectual playfulness into learning 
experiences, such as role play, real world problem solving 
and activities involving the imagination 
> Provide unstructured breaks within long lessons 
 
WHAT PARENTS CAN DO 
> Provide materials for divergent, open-ended play e.g. 
paper, pens, blocks, glue, scissors 
> Encourage engagement with the natural environment 
> Take the time to play with their child – the relationship 
between parents and their child is critical 
> Provide choice in activities 
> Provide children with free time for both social play (with 
others) and independent play (alone) 
 
FURTHER READING 
Playtime isn’t just for pre-schoolers 
Play helps build a better brain 
The cognitive effects of play 
The importance of play for adolescents 
Play, culture and creativity 

https://time.com/3726098/learning-through-play-teenagers-education/
https://www.npr.org/sections/ed/2014/08/06/336361277/scientists-say-childs-play-helps-build-a-better-brain
https://www.parentingscience.com/benefits-of-play.html
https://www.heatherhayes.com/the-importance-of-play-for-adolescents/
https://www.educ.cam.ac.uk/images/pedal/play-culture-article.pdf

