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Question: 
In what ways does play impact the behavior and emotional well-being in kindergarteners? 
Rationale: 

Kindergarten has changed radically in the last two decades.  Children now spend 
far more time being taught and tested on literacy and math skills than they do learning 
through play and exploration, exercising their bodies, and using their imaginations. Many 
kindergartens use highly prescriptive curricula geared to new state standards and linked 
to standardized tests. In an increasing number of kindergartens, teachers must follow 
scripts from which they may not deviate. These practices, which are not well grounded in 
research, violate long-established principles of child development and best practices. It is 
increasingly clear that they are compromising both children’s health and their long-term 
prospects for success in school. Play is an important aspect of children’s social, 
emotional, and physical development that is being pushed out of kindergarten because of 
the drive to meet standards and exceed on assessments.  
Literature Review:    
 Numerous studies have shown that literacy skills, including: reading, writing and 
math, are developed through play. “Kindergarten teachers are faced with the challenging 
task of meeting academic standards, nurturing children’s social and emotional needs, 
while also teaching in ways that are culturally, linguistically, and developmentally 
responsive.”(Bassok, 2016) High-stakes testing combined with the notion that 
indoor/outdoor spontaneous play are a “waste of time” have contributed to the condition 
known as “play deprivation”. This paper defines the term play deprivation and explores 
its negative effects on children and adults. “Negative effects resulting from play 
deprivation include an increase in violent crimes, decreases in brain and muscle fiber 
development, and reduction in communication, problem-solving, and social skills.  

Play deprivation is the name given to the notion that not playing may deprive 
children of experiences that are regarded as developmentally essential and result in those 
affected being both biologically & socially disabled. Too little play experiences can lead 
to depression, feelings of hostility, aggression, and the loss of “the things that make us 
human beings “(NAEYC 2009).  

Children who have been deprived of quality play experiences throughout their 
lives can become highly violent and antisocial regardless of demography. “Children who 
are deprived of outdoor play experiences demonstrate aggressive behaviors, depression, 
antisocial skills, and are at risk for additional social/emotional support that those who are 
not deprived of play.” (Almon, 2019) 

During the kindergarten years, children are developing on many levels: 
emotionally, socially, and physically. Play provides a nonthreatening venue for children 
to develop socially and emotionally by learning to (a) appropriately express their 
emotions, (b) understand the emotions of peers, and (c) regulate their own emotions. As 
the social world of a child gets larger, emotional expressions serve an important role in 
communication with peers, and informs peers what intention another child has. “Through 
social play, a child learns how to properly express his/her emotions to other peers, which 
is essential in learning how to interact with others. In turn, social play allows children to 
learn how to understand other children and whether or not they should engage in an 



	 2	

activity with them.” (Darling-Hammond 2018) 
The development of emotional and social expression is a vital part of childhood 

and gaining peer acceptance. Through social play, children form and maintain 
relationships with peers. Children who do not form relationships with peers are at great 
risk for not learning skills that are vital in communicating with others. “Children who are 
able to interact with peers are able to learn and practice new skills, refine old ones, and 
gain proficiency in social interactions stated that play develops the skills of problem 
solving, cooperation, social understanding, and rule following.” (Lynch, 2015) 
Essentially, through play children learn conflict resolution skills while they interact with 
peers working towards a common goal.  

Play in the kindergarten classroom is vital for the healthy development of 
children. “Kindergarten was meant to be a place where children grew and developed 
using play as expressed by Froebel the inventor of kindergarten.” (Vu J. Han, 2005) 
Today, there are two main types of kindergartens, play-based and didactic. In play-based 
kindergartens, children have the opportunity to learn through play and exploration, 
whereas in the didactic kindergarten, the children learn through drills and worksheets. 
The decrease in the amount of time spent playing seems to be driven by the need to meet 
standards and perform well on standardized assessments.  

Play is of the utmost importance for human development. Play is vital for normal 
brain development, particularly during the sensitive period ages 0-7 years. The 
consequences of play deprivation have been identified. Both physiological and 
psychological devastating effects have been demonstrated. "Chronic play deprivation 
may have the effect of gradually dehumanizing the children it affects, with a consequent 
loss of their ability to care, to emphasize and exercise compassion, or share the same 
reality as other children. The available evidence suggests that play deprived children 
become disturbed, aggressive and violent adults" (Lynch 2015). For optimal child 
development, play must reestablish its role in the human dynamic, along with the 
academic and social enrichment opportunities, in safe environments for all children. How 
to balance all of these for the betterment of our society in a changing world is a challenge 
for researchers. “Children learn from play what no one can teach them.” 
Study Design:     

Along with observing play-based learning in kindergarten, the perspectives of 
play in the classroom were analyzed and compared. Additionally, a pre- and post-
interview with two teachers were analyzed and compared along with a survey given to a 
sample of 52 kindergarten teachers. The purpose of this research is to reflect upon the 
perspectives of kindergarten teachers' beliefs about play and their classroom 
implementation of play. Learning more about the beliefs of kindergarten teachers’ 
perspectives of play in the classroom will be useful to current trends and best practices in 
an Early Childhood Classroom.  
Data Analysis/Findings:  

Our study yields important implications for children’s overall well-being. 
Children who are able to express emotion, both positive and negative, in their play 
generally feel happier, more energetic, and more cheerful than children who are more 
constricted in their play. Our findings indicate that children who are more organized and 
more imaginative in play are more effective at coping than those who express less 
organization and imagination. Early pretend play predicted coping skills and positive 
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affect in daily life over eighteen months. These findings add to the growing evidence that 
pretend play has an important role in child development. *See Appendix A: Importance 
of Play-Based Activities for Kindergarten Students. 
Recommendations for Further Research Study: The results indicated that standards 
and high-stakes testing affected the amount of play-based learning implemented into the 
classroom. A large, broad-based study that compared the academic performance children 
learning in play-based classrooms vs. didactic classrooms would shed some much needed 
light on this topic.  
Recommendations/Next Steps: 

Findings from this study will potentially improve the way kindergarten teachers 
implement the activity of play into their curriculum. The understanding of these teachers' 
perspectives on the benefits of and barriers to play in kindergartens will allow in-service 
and pre-service teachers to understand ways to include play in kindergarten settings, why 
play is decreasing in kindergarten, as well as strategies to implement play while still 
meeting standards and expectations. 
Recommendations for Teachers:  

Ø Provide ample justification for the teaching strategies they employ. 
Ø Continue new strategies to incorporate play-based learning into their lessons. 
Ø Partner with Administrators to implement a play-based curriculum. 
Ø Provide balanced schedules/curriculum, basic rules & hands on activities. 

Recommendations for Administrations:  
Ø Provide teachers with (PD), professional development in play-based learning. 
Ø Have educators partake in a workshop/seminar on play-based learning that would 

allow them to understand the beneficial elements on the development of children.  
Ø Provide Vertical Articulation/Collaborative Coaching to strategize & create ideas. 
Ø Support Early Childhood Teachers w/ play based practices in classes/observations. 

Recommendations for District/NM PED & Legislatures:  
Ø Restore child-initiated play/learning with the active support of teachers to their 

rightful place at the heart of kindergarten education.  
Ø Reassess kindergarten standards to ensure that they promote developmentally 

appropriate practices, and eliminate those that do not.  
Ø End the inappropriate use in kindergarten of standardized tests, which are prone to 

serious error especially when given to children under age eight.  
Ø Expand early childhood research; examine the long-term impact of current 

preschool/kindergarten practices of children from diverse backgrounds.  
Ø Give teachers first-rate preparation that emphasizes the full development of the 

child and the importance of play.  
Ø Rally organizations and individuals to create a national movement for play in 

schools and communities 
Students arrive in kindergarten eager and willing to learn, but with vastly different 

experiences that may or may not have prepared them for the educational context within 
which they find themselves. There is ample research to demonstrate that play fosters 
healthy development of children’s cognitive, social, emotional, psychological & physical 
domains. Play nurtures problem solving, critical thinking, and creativity that nurtures 
children’s innate love of learning, and supports teachers’ own capacities for creativity, 
autonomy, and integrity.  
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Appendix A: 

Importance of Play-Based Activities for Kindergarten Students Survey  

1.) How do you feel about the importance of play in early childhood instruction? 

2.) How is does play help to contribute to social emotional aspects in your students in 
your classrooms? 

3.) Does play help your students learn in what ways? 

4.) In what ways can you incorporate play into your daily lessons and curriculum? 

5.) How can your common core standards help support play and tie into your curriculum? 

6.) Do you see an increase of behaviors in your students without giving them time to 
play? 

7.) How much recess is allotted in your school schedule? Is it enough time for students or 
needs to be lengthened? How does recess help or hinder students from 
learning/behaviors? 

8.) How has Kindergarten changed with mandated scripted curriculum and standardized 
testing? Has it helped support your student’ learning experiences or hurt them longevity 
wise? How so? 

9.) Do you feel you are being supported by our state, district and administrators by being 
allowed to teach Early Childhood classes using autonomy “best practices”? How so? 

10.) What do you need as an Early Childhood educator to support you in best practices in 
your classroom to help the behaviors and social/emotional needs of young students? 

 

Time	Spent	on	Testing	

Literacy	
Math	
Testing	
Play	Time	
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