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The Pedagogy of Play: Research-Informed Early Years Practice 
The Neuroscience of Play
Slide 1 – Title
Welcome to the first session in our new series, The Pedagogy of Play. Over the next six sessions, we will explore the research and thinking behind purposeful play in the Early Years. Today’s session is inspired by the work of Ben Kingston-Hughes and considers why play is so important for children’s developing brains.

Slide 2 – The Neuroscience of Play
Play is sometimes viewed as the enjoyable part of the day that happens around the “real learning”. Today, we are going to challenge that idea. For young children, play is a central way of learning. It brings together movement, language, emotion, imagination, relationships and problem-solving—often within a single experience.

Slide 3 – Safeguarding Spark
Begin by reading the scenario.
Give colleagues a moment to consider what concerns them and what they would do next. Although the child is speaking during imaginary play, we should not automatically dismiss their words as “only pretend”. Equally, we should avoid immediately assuming that the play proves something has happened.
What would an appropriate, proportionate response look like?

Slide 4 – Safeguarding Response
Play can offer children a way to communicate experiences, worries and emotions they cannot yet explain directly.
The adult should remain calm, listen and avoid leading questions. Record exactly what was said and observed, then follow the setting’s safeguarding procedure. A single play theme does not prove that a child has experienced harm, but it may contribute to a wider picture. Professional curiosity is essential.

Slide 5 – Success Criteria
By the end of this short Spark, we should have a clearer understanding of why play matters developmentally and the skills children practise through it.
We will consider the importance of emotions, relationships and the adult’s role. Most importantly, the session will lead us towards one manageable change that we can explore in our own provision.

Slide 6 – Our Journey
This is the first part of our six-week journey into the pedagogy of play.
We will begin with the neuroscience of play before moving into imagination and high-stakes role play. We will then explore sustained shared thinking, emotional wellbeing, engagement and child-led learning. Together, these sessions will help us think more deeply about not only what children play, but why it matters.

Slide 7 – Play Is Not “Time Off”
Play is not an empty space between adult-led learning opportunities.
When children play, they investigate how things work, experiment with ideas, communicate, adapt and create meaning. These processes may not always produce a finished outcome or a piece of recorded evidence, but they can involve significant learning.
Our challenge is to become skilled at noticing the learning contained within the play.

Slide 8 – A Developing Brain
Children’s brains develop through the interaction between biology, relationships and experience.
Repeated, meaningful experiences give children opportunities to strengthen attention, communication, emotional regulation and problem-solving. This does not mean that one activity will suddenly “rewire” a child’s brain. Development is gradual and complex.
Children need rich experiences they can revisit, explore and make sense of over time.

Slide 9 – Why Play Is Powerful
Powerful play is usually active and meaningful to the child. It often involves engagement, imagination, interaction and repetition.
The child is not simply receiving information selected by an adult. They are making choices, testing possibilities and adapting their thinking.
This sense of agency matters. Children are more likely to invest attention and effort when an experience has genuine meaning for them.

Slide 10 – Executive Function
Executive function describes a group of skills that help us manage our thinking and behaviour.
Working memory helps children hold information in mind. Self-control helps them manage an immediate impulse. Flexible thinking helps them adapt when circumstances change.
These skills are not fully formed at birth. They develop gradually through supportive relationships, experiences and repeated opportunities to practise.

Slide 11 – Executive Function in Action
Consider the executive function involved in a simple role-play game.
A child might need to remember who everyone is pretending to be, wait for their turn, stay in role and negotiate different ideas. When the play changes, they must adapt their original plan. If someone disagrees, they may also need to manage frustration.
The process is often far more cognitively demanding than it first appears.

Slide 12 – Emotion and Learning
A child’s emotional state affects their capacity to pay attention, communicate and think.
Children learn most effectively when they feel safe, connected and interested, while experiencing a manageable level of challenge. If a child becomes overwhelmed, some of the skills needed for learning become harder to access.
Supporting emotional security is therefore not separate from learning—it helps make learning possible.

Slide 13 – Joy Has a Purpose
Ben Kingston-Hughes places particular emphasis on the significance of joy in childhood.
Enjoyment encourages children to approach an experience, participate, persist and return to it. Shared joy can also strengthen relationships between children and adults.
This does not mean that every moment must be entertaining. It means recognising that delight, fascination and playful connection can create powerful conditions for attention and learning.

Slide 14 – Movement Matters
Physical play provides rich information about the body and the environment.
As children run, climb, balance or engage in energetic play, they judge distance, speed and force. They learn to coordinate movements, manage excitement and assess manageable risks.
Movement should not be seen as separate from thinking. For young children especially, physical experience is an important part of how they understand the world.

Slide 15 – Social Brains at Play
Social play requires children to interpret facial expressions, gestures, language and intentions.
They must share attention, negotiate ideas and recognise that another child may think differently. Disagreement can also provide opportunities to practise compromise and repair relationships.
When adults see only noise or conflict, they may miss the complex social thinking taking place underneath.

Slide 16 – Repetition Is Learning
Adults can sometimes assume that repeated play means a child is stuck or needs to be moved on.
However, repetition may allow children to practise, predict and gain greater control over an experience. Look closely and we may notice small changes each time—a different strategy, a new word or a more complex idea.
Before redirecting repeated play, ask what the child may still be exploring.

Slide 17 – Challenge Without Overload
Powerful learning often happens within a level of challenge that stretches the child without overwhelming them.
Too little challenge may lead to disengagement, while too much can create frustration or withdrawal. The adult’s role is to identify what the child can nearly manage independently.
A timely comment, model or resource may be enough to help the child take the next step.

Slide 18 – The Adult’s Role
Supporting play does not mean either leaving children entirely alone or directing everything they do.
Effective adults observe carefully, protect time and create emotional and physical safety. They may model language, introduce a possibility or join the play when invited.
The skill lies in knowing when our involvement will deepen the experience—and when stepping back will allow children’s own thinking to continue.

Slide 19 – A Neuroscience Caution
The language of neuroscience can make educational claims sound more convincing than the evidence allows.
We should be cautious of promises that one resource or activity will instantly transform brain development. We should also avoid fixed learning-style labels.
Neuroscience can help us appreciate the importance of experience, relationships and regulation, but it does not provide a simple recipe that works identically for every child.

Slide 20 – Reflection
Ask colleagues to think about one recent episode of play.
What captured the child’s attention? What were they trying to solve, practise or understand? Consider the emotions involved and whether the child adapted their approach.
Finally, reflect on the adult’s involvement. Did it extend the play, interrupt it or give the child the time they needed to think independently?

Slide 21 – Spark Forward
Our small action this week is to protect time to observe one child’s play closely.
Look beyond the activity itself. Notice attention, communication, flexible thinking, self-control and problem-solving.
Based on what you observe, make one small adjustment. This might mean offering more time, removing an interruption, adding a resource, modelling useful language—or choosing not to intervene quite so quickly.

Slide 22 – Final Reflection
Protecting play does not mean stepping away from teaching or lowering expectations.
It means recognising that young children often demonstrate their most sophisticated thinking when they are active, emotionally invested and able to influence what happens next.
Our responsibility is to create the time, relationships and environments in which that powerful learning can take place.

Slide 23 – Evidence and Further Reading
These sources provide further exploration of the ideas introduced today.
Ben Kingston-Hughes’ work offers an engaging practitioner perspective on play, joy and childhood. The American Academy of Pediatrics and Harvard Center on the Developing Child provide accessible research around play, relationships, executive function and self-regulation. Development Matters connects these principles directly to Early Years practice in England.
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SMALL STEPS, STRONGER PRACTICE!




