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Early Play Serves as a Foundation for Lifelong Learning

LYU Jinyun , FANG Yijin , FAN Weiwei , YANG Huiying , Stella CHRISTIE
(Tsinghua Laboratory of Brain and Intelligence; Department of Psychology, School of Social Sciences, Tsinghua University, Beijing 100084)

Abstraet: Young children anywhere in the world spend a significant amount of their time playing. But does play have any function
in development, or is it just something that children do? In this article, we review scientific evidence showing that play is neither
accidental nor arbitrary, but serves a critical function in development: children learn through play. By analyzing three types of common
play behaviors among 0~3 year-olds, we explain how learning happens in every play activity. First, Physical Play: when children play
with their own bodies—kicking around, trying to move their legs—they learn about how the world works and how their bodies fit in
it. Second, Object Play: children learn perceptual-motor skills and spatial skills through playing with toys and everyday objects. This
forms the foundation of other skills, for example, spatial skills are critical for later mathematics ability. Third, Social Play: as children
play with others, they develop understanding of others' thoughts and behaviors, language skills, how to collaborate and negotiate—all
critical social skills important for the future. Based on empirical evidence, we give concrete recommendations for parents and educators
for how to play well, fostering children to become active, rather than passive learners. Eventually, this is why early play is critical: it
serves as a foundation for all future learning.

Key words: Play, Learning mechanisms, Infants, Toddlers, Active learning
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