
 

 

“Play is often talked about as if it were a relief from serious learning. But for children play is serious 
learning. Play is really the work of childhood.” Fred Rogers  
 
Picking up on last week’s note, based on parent feedback, questions, and interests, I’m going to 
stick with play again today. Jumping off of this point from last week:  

    

[Free play is a time] during which teachers are actively curating the physical and social 

environment – moving materials around the room fluidly to make sure each child has the right 

challenge and tool for their play, subtlety affecting peer movement to ensure productive peer 

groupings, embedding age-appropriate developmental opportunities in play schemes (you can 

review here our Developmental Framework, which guides this work), and, most importantly, 

engaging in the actual play with the child. It is through this close, fine-grained observation of the 

child, and direct involvement in their work, that free play is elevated to an intentional educational 

arena.   

So that’s the how, but what’s the why? Why is play the work of childhood, as Mr. Rogers famously 
said?   
 
Humans have the most elongated period of playfulness out of all primates. Referred to as neoteny – 
the retention of juvenile features over an extended period of the lifespan – this evolutionary trait 
highlights the profound value that playfulness, curiosity, and imagination have for the development 
of our species, individually and as a collective. Whereas other members of the animal kingdom see 
their young quickly become part of the adult collective, as humans our millennia of evolution have 
protected and expanded the period in which children’s development leads them to be playful. 
Concurrently, humans developed culture – language, arts, social norms, material accumulation, and 
attendant social constructions such as school, democracy, capitalism, and on. Again, an 
evolutionary trait missing in other parts of the animal kingdom (though fascinating research 
continues to show we underestimate our animal cousins!).  
 
So, why do children learn through play?  
 
Because we –collective human society – has evolved just so. We have created a complex social 
culture requiring years and years of playful experimentation and acquisition of skills. There is no 
simplicity in learning to be human, no one-way-we-do-things. As we developed culture we also 
protected play, so that children are enculturated over their many playful years (the armchair 
evolutionary developmentalist in me has to also offer a counterpoint – perhaps the causal 
relationship is reversed, and in fact neotenous play allowed us to breed culture, in which case play 



 

is the womb of culture itself; others have said that children don’t act as baby scientists but rather 
scientists have retained the curiosity of children).  
 
This is why your child will not learn self-regulation, turn taking, patience, literacy, conflict resolution, 
or perspective taking through simple instructions or rote reminders. They must play out scenarios 
which require these skills, time and time and time again, as they determine what is needed for them 
to become a mature member of society. No amount of reminders – “Make sure to pack your lunch!” 
– will stand on their own. They must be complemented with time for the child to play out the same 
scenario, exploring each and every possibility.  

 

  

At school, children play out the scenarios they live with you at 

home: breakfast time, getting dressed, caring for the baby, going 

to the doctor, writing grocery lists. I once showed a mother in my 

classroom a picture of her son at play, with an old keyboard, 

phone, and some stationary set up in the dramatic play corner. 

Her jaw dropped and she pointed to each item in the picture, 

saying, “That is exactly how my office desk is setup” – he had 

carefully recreated her exact work environment in his play 

scenario. Children see what you do and they come to school to 

learn how to do it through their playful re-enactment of scenarios. 

Something these scenarios take them far afield – to mountains of 

lava, dragons flying overhead, and other phantasmagory. But 

they are all rooted in the same evolutionary precept of using play 

to learn about the world and what possibilities it presents.  

In my and Claudia’s Ilanot classroom these days, our children are playing “racetrack” (stop by 103 
to see!). They love racing cars around the room in circles, so we added colorful tape to the floor in a 
big sweeping circle to give them a track for this play. Almost instantly, the children realized we 
needed “signs” for the play – as they come to school each morning with you, they see the signs on 
the side of the road. They connected our pretend play (the racetrack) with their reality (roads need 
signs). We grabbed the art materials and brought them to the rug; you can see one of our students 
hard at work (play) as she writes a sign. Cutting, writing, taping – our signs are messy and illegible, 
but they represent the nascent literacy journey of our two-year-old students. They are not tasked 
with writing but rather bring themselves to the task because of the meaning it has within their play 
and their reality – worlds that are never as disconnected for a child as they appear to an adult.  
 
Play, work. Culture, evolution. I marvel daily as a teacher that our bodies, our brains, our species 
work so beautifully to give us joyful play as the learning mechanism through which our children 
become part of society.  
 
Shabbat shalom,  
Noah 

 


