
   
 

   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

An Active Playful Learning Guidebook  
for New Hampshire  

Early Childhood Educators 

 
This guide was made possible by the New Hampshire’s Preschool Development Grant sponsored by the 
Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families awarded to the 
University of New Hampshire (PI: Kimberly Nesbitt, Award# 90TP0110). Any opinions, findings, 
conclusions, or recommendations expressed in this publication do not necessarily reflect the views of 
any organization or agency that provided support for the project. 

 

A compilation of practical resources intended to support New Hampshire 
Early Childhood Educators with implementing play-based learning. 

 
Karen DuBois-Garofalo, Jennifer Berube, Sarah Bond, & Kimberly Nesbitt 

University of New Hampshire 



An Active Playful Learning Guidebook for New Hampshire Teachers 

 
                                                                                                                                                  0 

 
Citation  
 
DuBois-Garafalo, K., Berube, J., Bond, S., & Nesbitt, K. T. (2025). An active playful learning 

guidebook for New Hampshire teachers. University of New Hampshire.  
 

Acknowledgments 
 
We extend our greatest gratitude to the remarkable New Hampshire teachers and administrators 
we have had the pleasure of working with over the past 5 years. Your dedication to your students 
was truly inspiring. The sincerest thanks to our partners at the Children’s Museum of New 
Hampshire, New Hampshire Department of Education, and Temple University whose invaluable 
collaboration allowed us to help make early learning in New Hampshire a little more rich and 
joyful.  
  
  



An Active Playful Learning Guidebook for New Hampshire Teachers 

 
                                                                                                                                                  1 

 

Contents 
 
Purpose of the Guidebook ............................................................................................................ 2 

New Hampshire’s Preschool Development Grant ..................................................................... 2 
Resources for Reflective Practice ................................................................................................. 5 

Reflective Questions to Enhance ECE Practices ...................................................................... 5 
NH’s Early Learning Standards ............................................................................................... 10 

Guided Play Framework: An Overview ....................................................................................... 13 
The Power of Play in Early Learning ....................................................................................... 13 
The Vision Behind the Framework .......................................................................................... 13 
A Research-Driven Approach to Playful Learning ................................................................... 15 

The Three-Part Guided Play Model ............................................................................................ 17 
Benefits of the Guided Play Framework .................................................................................. 18 
Environment and Materials: Supporting Playful Exploration ................................................... 19 
Pre-Play Gathering: Transitioning from Instruction to Facilitation ........................................... 21 
Active Guided Play: Empowering Exploration and Engagement ............................................. 24 
After-Play Reflection Meeting: Connecting Play to Learning ................................................... 28 

Learn More .................................................................................................................................. 33 
 
 

  



An Active Playful Learning Guidebook for New Hampshire Teachers 

 
                                                                                                                                                  2 

Purpose of the Guidebook 
This guidebook is a culmination of the UNH Department of Human Development and Family 
Studies, under the direction of Associate Professor Kimberly Nesbitt, sustained efforts to promote 
play-based learning and early childhood best practices across New Hampshire. It reflects years 
of work funded by the Preschool Development Grant (PDG) to strengthen early childhood systems 
and support educators in creating developmentally appropriate, engaging, and evidence-informed 
learning environments. Designed as a standalone resource, this guidebook is intended to serve 
early childhood educators, especially those who may not have access to direct coaching, by 
equipping them with practical tools, strategies, insights, and resources to effectively implement 
the 3-Part Guided Play Framework and other best practices in their classrooms.  

Informed by the work of UNH Early Learning Coaches (DuBois-Garofalo, Berube, and Bond) and 
supported by PDG funding, this guidebook compiles resources and knowledge developed through 
practice-based coaching, professional development, research, and collaboration. By providing 
accessible and actionable guidance, the guidebook aims to empower educators to integrate play-
based learning and align their practices with New Hampshire’s early learning standards. 

New Hampshire’s Preschool Development Grant 

New Hampshire's UNH-led Preschool Development Grant (PDG) advanced the state's efforts to 
better understand the early childhood system and used those data to strengthen the system, 
address the needs of vulnerable young children and their families, and build a solid foundation to 
improve outcomes for NH's children, families, schools, and communities. Between 2019 and 
2024, New Hampshire received over $35 million in Preschool Development Grant (PDG) funding. 
The $26.8 million grant (2020–2022, with a no-cost extension into 2023) helped build New 
Hampshire’s early childhood care and education system to be effective, inclusive, responsive, 
efficient, and evidence-informed. In 2023, New Hampshire was awarded a new year of funding 
for the Preschool Development Grant, bringing an additional $3.9 million to the state (US DHHS 
ACF Award# 90TP0110). 
 
The PDG team at UNH was committed to play-based learning coaching, teaching, and research. 
Associate Professor and PDG primary investigator Dr. Kimberly Nesbitt, the UNH Early Learning 
Coaches, and PDG staff spearheaded efforts to share best practices and promote the successful 
implementation of play-based learning statewide. This initiative focused on practice-based 
coaching, professional development for key stakeholders, the creation and dissemination of 
resources, and rigorous research. By providing comprehensive support and resources, the team 
ensured that educators were equipped to integrate play-based learning effectively, enhancing 
early childhood education across the state. This multifaceted approach strengthened teacher 
capabilities, enriched the learning experience for children, and fostered a collaborative network 
among New Hampshire's early childhood educators. 
 
The Preschool Development Grant (PDG) supported New Hampshire's efforts to better 
understand the early childhood system and used data to strengthen the system, address the 
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needs of vulnerable young children and their families, and build a solid foundation to improve 
outcomes for children, families, schools, and communities. The grant sought to support New 
Hampshire's vision that all families were afforded comprehensive and responsive supports, 
ensuring they were healthy, learning, and thriving now and in the future. 
 
The PDG aimed to enhance collaboration and coherence within early childhood systems by 
sharing best practices among early childhood education providers in the state. A targeted activity 
of the grant-supported kindergarten and preschool teachers with the implementation of play-
based learning and evaluated the effectiveness of embedded coaching to support guided play, 
classroom interactions, and child outcomes. Associate Professor and PDG primary investigator 
Dr. Kimberly Nesbitt, the UNH Early Learning Coaches, and PDG staff spearheaded efforts to 
share best practices and promote the successful implementation of play-based learning statewide 
through practice-based coaching, professional development for key stakeholders, the creation 
and dissemination of resources, and research. 

Sharing Best Practices 

The Preschool Development Grant (PDG) supported New Hampshire's efforts to better 
understand the early childhood system and used data to strengthen the system, address the 
needs of vulnerable young children and their families, and build a solid foundation to improve 
outcomes for children, families, schools, and communities. The grant sought to support New 
Hampshire's vision that all families were afforded comprehensive and responsive support. 

Dr. Nesbitt and the UNH Early Childhood Education Coaches’ commitment to play-based 
coaching and teaching was grounded in evidence-based best practices, informed by ongoing 
research, and supported collaborative statewide efforts in response to New Hampshire's 2018 
play-based learning amendment as part of the PDG. 

Sustainable Resource Reflective of Statewide Efforts 

New Hampshire’s PDG, supported by over $35 million in funding between 2019 and 2024, has 
played a pivotal role in enhancing the state’s early childhood care and education system. This 
grant aligns with New Hampshire’s vision that all families are supported in ways that ensure 
children are healthy, learning, and thriving now and in the future. Efforts to share best practices 
and promote the implementation of play-based learning statewide include: 

● Practice-Based Coaching: Helping educators implement guided play and other 
developmentally appropriate practices in their classrooms. 

● Professional Development: Offering training to educators, administrators, and 
caregivers to deepen their understanding of play-based learning. 

● Resource Creation and Dissemination: Developing tools, handouts, and guides tailored 
to teachers, caregivers, and administrators. 

● Research and Evaluation: Investigating the impact of play-based learning and 
embedded coaching on classroom interactions, child outcomes, and educator practices. 
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Supporting New Hampshire’s Early Childhood Workforce 

The intent of this guidebook is to consolidate these resources and make them widely accessible 
to New Hampshire’s early childhood educators. By supporting the implementation of early 
childhood best practices and play-based learning, this guidebook serves as a tool intended to 
bridge gaps in professional development and coaching access. 

The guidebook includes: 

1. Resources for Reflective Practice: 
○ Guiding questions to support educators in observing and making connections to 

children’s learning through play. 
○ Tools to enhance reflection and intentional teaching. 

2. Guides to NH Early Learning Standards: 
○ Practical guidance for understanding and using New Hampshire’s early learning 

standards to support developmentally appropriate practices. 
3. The 3-Part Guided Play Framework: 

○ A detailed overview of the coaching team’s 3-part Guided Play Framework Pre-
Play Gathering, Active Guided Play, and After-Play Reflection Meeting, supported 
by real-world examples and actionable strategies. 
 

By integrating these resources, the guidebook supports educators in building vibrant, play-rich 
classrooms where children’s natural curiosity, creativity, and critical thinking thrive. Beyond 
practical implementation, the guidebook also fosters advocacy for play-based learning, 
demonstrating its alignment with academic standards and its role in cultivating joyful, meaningful 
learning experiences. 

A Shared Vision for Early Learning 

This resource encapsulates the collective commitment of New Hampshire’s early childhood 
community to elevate play as a cornerstone of early education. By drawing on research, evidence-
based practices, and the passion of educators statewide, the guidebook underscores the critical 
role of play in fostering cognitive, social, emotional, and physical growth. This guidebook invites 
educators to reimagine classrooms as spaces where children’s learning journeys are celebrated 
and enriched through play. It is a testament to the power of collaboration, innovation, and shared 
purpose in advancing the well-being of New Hampshire’s youngest learners. 
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Resources for Reflective Practice 
These reflective questions are designed to guide educators in observing and analyzing real-world 
early childhood education (ECE) scenarios. By encouraging thoughtful reflection, these prompts 
inspire educators to refine their teaching strategies and align them with best practices across 
various age groups. Whether used during professional development, self-assessment, or peer 
observations, these questions promote intentional teaching, support professional growth, and 
enhance the quality of interactions, environments, and routines in ECE settings. 

Reflective Questions to Enhance ECE Practices 

Observing and Responding to Children’s Needs 

● What do you notice about how the teacher responds to individual children’s needs in this 
scenario? 

● How are children’s emotions, interests, or cues acknowledged and supported? 
● What strategies does the teacher use to create a responsive and supportive learning 

environment? 
● How might these observations influence your approach to meeting the needs of children 

in your care? 

Facilitating Smooth Transitions 

● What strategies are evident in how the teacher supports children during transitions 
between activities? 

● How are the transitions organized to minimize disruptions and maintain a sense of calm? 
● What role does communication play in helping children understand what is expected 

during transitions? 
● How could you adapt similar strategies to improve transitions in your own setting? 

Promoting Independence and Exploration 

● What do you notice about how children are encouraged to make choices and explore 
independently? 

● How does the environment support children’s curiosity and autonomy? 
● What strategies does the teacher use to balance independence with guidance? 
● How could you create or adapt opportunities for exploration and decision-making in your 

classroom? 
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Encouraging Positive Interactions 

● What do you notice about how the teacher supports positive interactions between 
children? 

● How are opportunities for collaboration, problem-solving, or social connections facilitated? 
● What role does the teacher play in guiding or modeling interactions without taking over? 
● How might you use similar techniques to foster social development in your setting? 

Integrating Learning into Daily Routines 

● What opportunities for learning do you observe within this routine activity? 
● How are children encouraged to participate actively in the routine? 
● What strategies does the teacher use to make the routine engaging and meaningful? 
● How might you adapt daily routines in your setting to promote learning and engagement? 

Reflecting on the Learning Environment 

● What do you notice about how the environment is arranged to support children’s learning 
and development? What materials are independently accessible to children and how are 
they utilized during play? 

● How are materials and spaces organized to encourage agency, exploration, creativity, and 
engagement? 

● What role does the teacher play in facilitating children’s engagement within the 
environment? 

● What changes or enhancements might you consider in your own learning environment to 
promote increased student agency, engagement, and joy? 

Observing and Facilitating Play-Based Learning 

1. How do children engage with the materials provided? Are there opportunities for open-
ended exploration? 

2. What evidence of critical thinking, problem-solving, or creativity do you observe during 
play? 

3. How does the teacher scaffold or extend children’s learning without disrupting the flow of 
their play? 

4. How might the learning environment be adapted to encourage deeper engagement or 
collaboration during play? 

5. Reflecting on this observation, how could you introduce materials or activities that align 
with the children's current interests or developmental levels? 
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Promoting Intentional Interactions 

1. How does the teacher respond to children’s cues, both verbal and nonverbal? 
2. What role does active listening play in building relationships and trust within the group? 
3. How are open-ended questions used to spark conversation or critical thinking? 
4. What strategies are used to mediate conflicts or guide social interactions? 
5. How can your interactions with children reflect respect for their autonomy while fostering 

a sense of belonging? 

Encouraging Individual and Group Learning 

1. How does the teacher balance the needs of individual children with the dynamics of the 
larger group? 

2. What strategies support children’s ability to collaborate and learn from peers? 
3. How do observed activities align with the developmental goals outlined in the NH Early 

Learning Standards? 
4. How might you create opportunities for individual reflection and group sharing during and 

after play? 
5. How are children encouraged to set and achieve their own goals during activities? 

Fostering a Supportive Environment 

1. How does the physical environment reflect the children’s cultures, interests, and 
developmental needs? 

2. What role does the teacher play in facilitating children’s ownership of the classroom? 
3. Are there areas or materials that seem underutilized? How might they be adjusted to invite 

more interaction? 
4. How does the environment encourage exploration, risk-taking, and problem-solving? 
5. What changes could make the space more accessible or engaging for all children? 

Promoting Reflection in Your Own Practice 

1. What went well during your observation or teaching? How do you know? 
2. Were there moments when children seemed disengaged or frustrated? What might have 

contributed to this? 
3. How does your understanding of play-based learning influence the way you plan and 

implement activities? 
4. What feedback from children, colleagues, or families could help you improve your 

practice? 
5. After reflecting on this observation, what is one goal you could set to refine your teaching 

approach? 

  



An Active Playful Learning Guidebook for New Hampshire Teachers 

 
                                                                                                                                                  8 

Examining the 6cs (Hirsh-Pasek, et al., 2022) 

Collaboration 
1. How do children work together to solve problems or complete tasks during this activity? 
2. What strategies does the teacher use to encourage cooperative play and shared decision-

making? 
3. How are disagreements or conflicts among children handled to support learning and 

social-emotional growth? 
4. How might you provide additional opportunities for collaboration in your setting? 
5. Reflecting on this observation, what role did the environment play in facilitating 

collaboration? 

Communication 
1. How do children communicate with one another during play? What verbal and nonverbal 

cues do you observe? 
2. How does the teacher model effective communication skills, such as active listening or 

asking open-ended questions? 
3. How are opportunities for turn-taking, storytelling, or group discussions integrated into 

daily routines? 
4. What strategies could enhance communication for children who are nonverbal or have 

emerging language skills? 
5. How does communication during this activity support social-emotional development or 

deepen understanding? 

Content 
1. How does the activity or play experience reflect specific learning goals or developmental 

standards? 
2. How are children encouraged to engage with meaningful content through hands-on 

exploration? 
3. How does the teacher connect play-based learning to broader themes or concepts (e.g., 

science, literacy, math)? 
4. What evidence do you observe of children building foundational skills in content areas? 
5. How might you adapt materials or activities to integrate richer, more diverse content? 

Critical Thinking 
1. What strategies does the teacher use to encourage children to ask questions or solve 

problems independently? 
2. How are children challenged to think critically or reflect on their actions during this 

activity? 
3. What evidence of cause-and-effect reasoning, experimentation, or decision-making do 

you observe? 
4. How might you scaffold children’s thinking to encourage deeper analysis or exploration? 
5. How does the activity balance structure and open-ended opportunities to promote critical 

thinking? 
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Creativity 
1. How do children demonstrate imagination, innovation, or original thinking during this 

activity? 
2. How does the teacher provide opportunities for open-ended exploration or self-

expression? 
3. What role do materials and the environment play in sparking children’s creativity? 
4. How might you incorporate new tools, materials, or prompts to foster creative thinking? 
5. How does the teacher respond to children’s creative ideas, and how could this response 

inspire future learning? 

Confidence 
1. What evidence do you observe of children taking risks or trying new things in this 

activity? 
2. How does the teacher support children’s sense of self-efficacy and resilience when 

faced with challenges? 
3. How do children celebrate their successes, and how does this contribute to their 

confidence? 
4. How might you create an environment where children feel safe to experiment and learn 

from mistakes? 
5. Reflecting on this observation, how could you shift your own practices to build children’s 

confidence in their abilities? 
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NH’s Early Learning Standards 

The New Hampshire Early Learning Standards provide a comprehensive 
framework to support the development and education of children from 
birth through age five. These standards are designed to guide educators, 
caregivers, and families in fostering children’s growth across key 
domains, such as physical, cognitive, social-emotional, and language 
development. They emphasize a play-based, child-centered approach 
that aligns with best practices in early childhood education. 

By offering clear goals and developmental benchmarks, the standards ensure that learning 
experiences are intentional, inclusive, and tailored to meet the needs of all children. They also 
serve as a valuable resource for promoting consistency in quality education across diverse 
settings, preparing children for future success in school and life. Importantly, they recognize the 
critical role of relationships, environments, and cultural responsiveness in shaping children’s early 
learning experiences. 

This resource helps educators connect their observations of children to the NH ELS, promoting a 
deeper understanding of how developmental domains, strands, and constructs can inform their 
practices. By aligning their reflections with these standards, educators can ensure their teaching 
strategies are intentional, developmentally appropriate, and supportive of children’s holistic 
growth. 
 

Using the NH Early Learning Standards to Guide Observations and 
Reflections 

Instructions: 
Use this guide to explore how children’s experiences and teaching practices align with the New 
Hampshire Early Learning Standards (NH ELS). Whether you are observing a classroom 
interaction, reviewing a video clip, or reflecting on professional practices, the questions provided 
will help you connect your observations to the NH ELS framework. This framework includes 
domains, which represent broad areas of development, as well as more specific strands and 
constructs that outline key developmental goals and indicators of progress across various age 
groups (New Hampshire Early Learning Standards, 2016). 

 

  

https://www.nh-connections.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/NH-Early-Learning-Standards.pdf
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Section 1: Identifying Key Domains, Strands, and Constructs 

1. Reflect on your observations and describe any connections to the following 
developmental domains (broad areas of development): 

○ Social and Emotional Development 
○ Language Development and Emergent Literacy 
○ Cognitive Development 
○ Physical Development and Health 
○ Creative Expression and Aesthetic Appreciation 

Example: You might note how a child’s interaction with peers demonstrates social and 
emotional growth or how their engagement in an art activity shows creative expression. 
Be specific in identifying the domain and the observation aligned with it. 

 
2. What connections to specific strands (developmental categories within each domain 
that define it more specifically) did you observe? 

Strands define the domain more specifically. For example, in the Cognitive Development 
domain, a strand could be “Reasoning and Problem Solving.” Reflect on the 
developmental domains you observed and identify specific strands that were evident. 

Example: During play a child was observed manipulating small blocks to build a tower. 
As the child stacked each block, they adjusted their hand movements to balance the 
structure. 
 
This demonstrated the child’s development of Fine Motor Skills (strand) within the Physical 
Development and Health domain. The precision and coordination needed to place the 
blocks correctly reflected growth in hand-eye coordination and control over small muscle 
movements. 

3. Identify connections between your observations and specific constructs. 

Constructs represent the specific skills or knowledge children develop within a strand. For 
example, under the strand "Language Development and Communication" in the NH Early 
Learning Standards, a construct might include "Engaging in back-and-forth 
conversations." Select a different strand and construct to support your response. 
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Section 2: Reflecting on Teaching and Learning Practices 

1. How did the observed practices and specific teaching strategies support the 
development of specific constructs and strands? 

● For example, reflect on how the learning opportunities observed promoted specific 
cognitive skills, social-emotional growth, or physical development. 

2. How did the learning environment or materials contribute to the development of the 
constructs and strands you identified? 

● Reflect on how the setup, materials, or experiences facilitated children’s learning and 
development. 

 

Section 3: Understanding Connections Across Domains 

1. How did the strands and constructs observed connect across different domains? 

● Children’s development is interconnected across domains. For example, a problem-
solving activity (Cognitive Development) might also support communication skills 
(Language Development). Identify any connections between different developmental 
domains. 

2. How can the NH ELS framework (domains, strands, constructs) inform future practices 
or learning activities? 

● Reflect on how understanding the NH ELS structure can guide your planning, teaching 
strategiesor interactions with children to ensure comprehensive development. 
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Guided Play Framework: An Overview 

The Power of Play in Early Learning 

Play is the natural language of children, a mode of exploration that fosters creativity, critical 
thinking, and collaboration. Decades of research in child development affirm that play is not a 
break from learning but a powerful way of learning itself. Through play, children engage in deep, 
meaningful interactions that span cognitive, social, emotional, and physical domains.  

The perceived dichotomy between play and learning often stems from the misconception that play 
is merely recreational, while learning is structured and goal-oriented. However, decades of 
research demonstrate that play is not a break from learning, but a powerful way of learning itself, 
with play providing the natural context for children to explore, experiment, and build 
understanding. Rather than opposing forces, play and learning exist on a continuum, with varying 
degrees of child-directed and adult-guided involvement. As Zosh et al. (2017) emphasize, this 
continuum highlights the flexibility and richness of play-based learning, where joyful, engaging 
experiences seamlessly integrate cognitive, social, and emotional growth.  

Hirsh-Pasek et al. (2022) highlight guided play—where educators scaffold children's exploration 
while respecting their autonomy—as leading to more optimal learning outcomes than direct 
instruction alone. This type of learning engages children in meaningful, joyful, and socially 
interactive experiences that naturally align with how young brains develop and process 
information (Zosh et al., 2017). 

The Vision Behind the Framework 

The State of New Hampshire is at the forefront of educational reform, with leaders actively and 
passionately supporting Early Childhood Education and the implementation of best practices 
statewide. In 2018, a bipartisan bill amended NH’s RSA 193-E:2-a, the Substantive Educational 
Content of an Adequate Education law, to state: 

"Instruction in support of kindergarten standards shall be engaging and shall foster children’s 
development and learning in all domains including physical, social, cognitive, and language. 
Educators shall create a learning environment that facilitates high-quality, child-directed 
experiences based upon early childhood best teaching practices and play-based learning that 
comprise movement, creative expression, exploration, socialization, and music. Educators shall 
develop literacy through guided reading and shall provide unstructured time for the discovery of 
each child’s individual talents, abilities, and needs" (NH Department of Education, 2018). 

In response to the growing need to re-center play within early learning classrooms, the authors 
developed a 3-Part Guided Play Framework to support the successful implementation of guided 
play within pre-K to grade 3 classrooms. Grounded in research and practical application, this 
framework is specifically designed to help educators bring meaningful and intentional play-based 

https://www.education.nh.gov/sites/g/files/ehbemt326/files/inline-documents/play-based-kindergarten.pdf
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experiences into their classrooms, while meeting academic standards and promoting authentic 
child-led learning. 

The framework—consisting of the Pre-Play Gathering, Active Guided Play, and After-Play 
Reflection Meeting—provides a clear yet flexible model for creating time and space for playful 
learning. Each component supports unique aspects of child development and learning: 

● The Pre-Play Gathering sets the stage, encouraging children to reflect, share ideas, and 
collaborate in planning for their play. 

● Active Guided Play allows students to explore open-ended opportunities while teachers 
take on facilitative roles, promoting student agency and deeper learning. 

● The After-Play Reflection Meeting fosters reflection, connects play experiences to 
academic and social-emotional learning, and builds a sense of community. 

This guidebook is designed to provide educators with practical tools, strategies, and examples for 
implementing the framework effectively, even in the absence of formal coaching. By leveraging 
this model, teachers can create classrooms that not only align with standards but also empower 
children to learn in ways that are authentic and developmentally appropriate. Content is rooted in 
early childhood best practices and is intentionally designed to be accessible, actionable, and 
meaningful for experienced and novice educators alike. Through detailed descriptions, strategies, 
and real-world examples, this guidebook will: 

● Support educators with the implementation of this 3-Part Guided Play Framework within 
their own classrooms. 

● Provide strategies for engaging children in meaningful and joyful guided play experiences. 
● Highlight the roles of both teacher and student in a play-based classroom. 
● Demonstrate how guided play connects to content and academic standards, fostering 

advocacy for its inclusion in early childhood settings pre-k to third grade. 

By the end of this guide, educators will be equipped with the tools and confidence to reimagine 
their classrooms as vibrant spaces where play and learning thrive together. As noted by Golinkoff 
and Hirsh-Pasek (2016), play and academic rigor are not opposites but partners in fostering 
children’s success in school and beyond. 
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A Research-Driven Approach to Playful Learning 

The 3-Part Guided Play Framework bridges research and practice, offering educators a clear 
structure for embedding intentional, developmentally appropriate play into their daily schedules. 
Designed to meet both academic standards and the developmental needs of young learners, the 
framework capitalizes on children’s natural curiosity while providing educators with tools to 
scaffold, guide, and support learning. It integrates elements of autonomy, collaboration, creativity, 
and reflection, all of which are essential for fostering well-rounded growth in early childhood 
education (Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2022; Zosh et al., 2017). 

This framework was developed in response to the mandate for play-based learning in New 
Hampshire public school kindergartens, as outlined in NH RSA 193-E:2-a (NH Department of 
Education, 2018). Teachers implementing the framework have reported notable increases in 
student engagement, confidence, and skill development, as well as a renewed sense of purpose 
in their teaching. 

Continuum of Play-Based Learning 

Play-based learning exists along a spectrum, ranging from Free Play to Teacher-Directed 
Instruction. This continuum is defined by the level of child agency and the role of the adult in 
each type of play experience. Understanding this range helps educators adapt their approach to 
suit learning goals while maintaining the intrinsic value of play. Guided play, positioned in the 
middle of the spectrum, offers a balance between freedom and structure, where teachers set up 
intentional learning environments, and children retain agency over their interactions within that 
environment. 
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● Free Play: At one end of the continuum, free play is entirely child-initiated and directed, 
allowing children to explore, experiment, and make sense of their environment on their 
terms. Teachers observe without intervening, which fosters creativity, spontaneity, and 
self-regulation. 

● Guided Play: In guided play, teachers provide a framework by arranging materials and 
setting up a supportive environment for exploration, but the children lead the activity. 
Teachers may participate as facilitators, asking open-ended questions or joining in play, 
to scaffold learning without directing it. Guided play has been shown to yield significant 
learning and developmental benefits because it combines the child’s curiosity with the 
teacher’s intentional guidance. 

● Teacher-Directed Instruction: On the opposite end of the continuum, teacher-directed 
instruction integrates playful elements within structured activities where teachers lead the 
learning experience, targeting specific educational outcomes. 

Research supports the impact of guided play on child development, noting that children who 
engage in these activities demonstrate enhanced problem-solving skills, social interaction, and 
cognitive flexibility (Golinkoff & Hirsh-Pasek, 2016; Zosh et al., 2018). Through this model, guided 
play not only encourages skill development but also supports children in connecting new 
knowledge with their lived experiences, making learning both authentic and meaningful. 
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The Three-Part Guided Play Model 
The guided play model, developed and refined by your team, is 
structured around three essential components: Pre-Play Gathering, 
Active Guided Play, and After Play Reflection Meeting. Each stage 
is thoughtfully designed to support children in co-constructing their 
learning, allowing them to explore, reflect, and make connections 
across different content areas. 

1. Pre-Play Gathering: The Pre-Play Gathering sets the stage, encouraging children to reflect, 
share ideas, and collaborate in planning for their play. Teachers guide students in discussions 
that connect prior learning to their play, fostering a classroom culture of shared ownership and 
mutual respect. The Pre-Play Gathering is a brief, intentional session where teachers 
introduce the materials, set the stage for exploration, and help children prepare for play. 
Teachers may use this time to encourage children to plan and make predictions, discuss 
possibilities and set norms collaboratively. This phase fosters excitement, promotes social-
emotional growth, and allows children to voice their ideas, creating a sense of shared purpose. 
Techniques such as showing materials, discussing potential challenges, and involving 
children in decision-making are particularly effective. 

Key Focus Areas: 
● Setting routines to build predictability and structure. 
● Exploring materials to spark curiosity and excitement. 
● Engaging children in collaborative planning. 

 
2. Active Guided Play: During the active play phase, children take the lead, exploring materials 

and engaging in self-directed play. Children are empowered to make choices and immerse 
themselves in hands-on exploration. Teachers take on roles as observers and facilitators, 
scaffolding learning through thoughtful questions and material extensions while allowing 
children to apply their knowledge authentically. They serve as observers, co-constructors, and 
facilitators, joining the play when appropriate to ask questions, model behaviors, and scaffold 
learning. By creating a responsive environment and participating alongside children, teachers 
can enrich the experience, helping children think critically and expand their understanding. 
Open-ended materials play a crucial role in this phase, inviting children to experiment freely 
and inspiring deeper inquiry. 

Key Focus Areas: 
● Creating a play-based learning environment with open-ended materials and play 

invitations that align with learning goals. 
● Teachers actively engage in play alongside children balancing roles of facilitation 

and observation and diverse strategies to support child-led learning. 
● Documenting and celebrating children’s interests, ideas, inquiries, learning through 

play, and application of knowledge and skills. 
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3. After Play Reflection Meeting: The After-Play Reflection Meeting serves as a reflective 
space for children to share their experiences, connect their play to broader learning goals, 
and build communication skills. This component of the framework is vital to solidifying the 
learning that occurred during play. Teachers use this time to highlight key moments, revisit 
community norms, and encourage children to see themselves as active participants in their 
learning journeys. Children are invited to discuss their experiences, share discoveries, and 
reflect on their learning. This meeting provides a space for children to connect their play to 
broader learning goals and build on the insights gained. Techniques such as “turn and talk” 
or use of visual aids (e.g., photos or videos from the play session) can prompt children to 
articulate what they learned and strengthen their communication skills. Reflection reinforces 
the idea that play is an essential part of their learning journey and helps them recognize the 
value of their contributions within the classroom community.  

Key Focus Areas: 
● Fostering reflection through thoughtful questions and discussions. 
● Reinforcing connections between play, content, and skills. 
● Empowering children to take ownership of their learning journey as they share 

insights with peers and collaborate as a classroom community. 

Benefits of the Guided Play Framework 

The 3-Part Guided Play Framework is not merely a structure for scheduling play; it is a philosophy 
that redefines the role of play in learning. Teachers who implement the framework consistently 
observe: 

● Increased Student Engagement: Children are more engaged, motivated, and excited to 
participate in classroom activities when they have agency over their learning. 

● Deeper Learning: Guided play allows children to apply and generalize skills in meaningful 
ways, from solving math problems to collaborating on creative projects. 

● Stronger Classroom Communities: The reflective gatherings before and after play 
foster a sense of belonging and shared purpose among students. 

● Enhanced Teacher Efficacy: Educators report feeling increased joy in their work and 
stronger relationships with students, as the framework encourages them to observe, 
reflect, and respond to children’s needs in real-time. 

By weaving the pre-play gathering, active guided play, and after-play reflection meeting into daily 
classroom routines, teachers create an environment where learning is joyful, purposeful, and 
aligned with how children learn best. 
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Environment and Materials: Supporting Playful Exploration 

A well-designed classroom environment and thoughtfully curated materials are essential to the 
success of the Guided Play Framework. The physical arrangement, aesthetics, and organization 
and accessibility of the space significantly influence the quality of children's play and learning. 
The Reggio Emilia philosophy aptly describes the environment as the "third teacher," highlighting 
its role in fostering curiosity, independence, and collaboration (Reggio Children, 2012). 

Key Features of a Playful Environment 

1. Defined Spaces for Engagement 

Delineated areas within the classroom help children understand how to engage with 
materials and activities. Playful learning environments may include building zones, 
dramatic play areas, sensory stations, and quiet corners. Each space is designed to 
support specific types of play while remaining flexible to children’s evolving interests. 

○ Example: A building area equipped with wooden blocks, rulers, and loose parts 
encourages problem-solving and creativity. 

○ Tip: Use rugs, shelves, or low dividers to visually define areas without restricting 
movement or collaboration. 

 
2. Intentional Use of Loose Parts 

 
Loose parts—open-ended materials without a predetermined purpose—are powerful tools 
for play. They inspire endless possibilities for exploration, creativity and self-expression of 
ideas and understanding, as children combine and use them in their own unique ways. 

○ Examples: Pinecones, shells, fabric scraps, cardboard tubes, and wooden pieces. 
○ Tip: Rotate loose parts regularly to maintain curiosity and align with classroom 

themes or seasonal projects. 
 

3. Accessible and Organized Materials 
 
The way materials are displayed and made available significantly impacts how children 
use them. Accessible, well-labeled, and aesthetically arranged materials invite exploration 
and independence. 

○ Example: Art supplies stored in labeled, child-height bins may include markers, 
scissors, recycled materials, and different types of paper. 

○ Tip: Ensure that materials are rotated based on children’s current interests or 
inquiries while maintaining enough consistency for predictability. 
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4. Flexible Seating and Workspace Options 
 
Providing varied seating arrangements and workspaces—such as child-sized tables, and 
floor cushions, and carefully selecting furniture that may be used in multiple ways —meets 
children’s individual learning needs while offering diverse opportunities for both 
collaboration and independence. 
 

5. Aesthetic and Emotional Atmosphere 
 
The classroom’s design communicates the values and culture of the learning community. 
A warm, inviting, and aesthetically pleasing space promotes a sense of belonging and 
engagement. 

○ Tip: Use natural light, plants, and soft colors to create a calm, welcoming 
environment. Include children’s work, quotes, and photographs to celebrate their 
contributions and reinforce their ownership of the space. 

The Role of Teachers in Curating the Environment 

Teachers are intentional designers and facilitators, ensuring that the environment evolves with 
children’s needs and interests. 

● Facilitator of Exploration: Teachers introduce materials with curiosity-sparking prompts 
like, “What might you create with these items?” 

● Observer of Interests: Teachers document children’s interactions with spaces and adjust 
the environment accordingly. For instance, if children frequently use fabric in dramatic 
play, additional textures or props may be added to extend their exploration. 

The Impact of a Thoughtful Environment 

When children feel ownership of their classroom space, they approach play with confidence and 
imagination. A well-prepared environment nurtures autonomy, collaboration, and creativity while 
laying the foundation for deep and meaningful learning experiences. 
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Pre-Play Gathering: Transitioning from Instruction to Facilitation 

The Pre-Play Gathering is a transformative and dynamic component of the Guided Play 
Framework. It is a time when teachers shift intentionally from being instructors to facilitators, 
creating an environment where children’s voices, curiosity, and agency are at the forefront. This 
transition models trust in children’s capabilities while setting the stage for purposeful, meaningful 
play that is child-led and teacher-supported. 

During this gathering, the teacher becomes a guide, helping to frame the day’s play through open-
ended prompts, reflective discussions, and collaborative decision-making. This is not a moment 
to direct children’s actions but rather to ignite their imagination and empower them to lead their 
own learning. By anchoring play in shared norms, prior learning, or new provocations, the Pre-
Play Gathering creates a bridge between student agency and meaningful learning. 

This time is essential not only for building excitement and curiosity but also for fostering a sense 
of community. Teachers provide a predictable structure that allows students to feel secure in their 
environment. Through thoughtful routines and intentional dialogue, teachers can help children 
make connections, identify possibilities, and set personal goals for their play. 
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The Teacher’s Role in the Pre-Play Gathering 

Teachers act as facilitators and partners in inquiry, transitioning from a position of authority to one 
of collaboration. This shift involves stepping back to give children space to lead while remaining 
present to guide and scaffold their learning. 

Key Roles: 

● Facilitator of Reflection and Connection 
○ Teachers help children connect prior experiences to upcoming play. This might 

involve revisiting a material or concept from a previous day or drawing attention to 
a classroom norm or skill that children will use in their play. 

○ Example: “Yesterday, many of you worked together to build tall towers with the 
wooden blocks. What did you notice about working together to make those towers 
stay standing? What might you try today?” 

 
● Intentional Guide 

○ Teachers present new materials, ideas, or themes with curiosity, encouraging 
children to wonder and hypothesize. Rather than prescribing how materials should 
be used, the teacher prompts children to explore possibilities. 

○ Example: “I wonder how this magnifying glass might help us look more closely at 
these objects. What do you notice when you hold it up to something small?” 
 

● Supporter of Collaboration and Decision-Making 
○ The Pre-Play Gathering is an opportunity to empower children by involving them 

in classroom decisions. Teachers can guide discussions that invite children to co-
create the classroom environment or plan their play strategies together. 

○ Example: “We’ve noticed that not everyone has been getting a turn in the 
dramatic play area. What ideas do you have to solve this problem so everyone 
feels included?” 

Strategies for an Effective Pre-Play Gathering 

● Establish Predictable Routines 
○ Begin with a song, signal, or ritual that transitions children into the gathering space. 

This fosters a sense of safety and belonging, helping children prepare mentally for 
what’s to come. 

○ Example: Carefully consider the individual needs of your students and identify a 
consistent physical signal, such as a light chime or gesture, to indicate it’s time to 
gather. 
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● Introduce Materials with Intention 
○ When new materials or spaces are introduced, avoid over-explaining. Instead, 

invite children’s ideas and curiosity. This shifts ownership of the experience to the 
children, strengthening the sense of community while promoting students’ 
creativity, communication, collaboration, critical thinking, confidence, and 
connections to content. 

○ Example: Place a set of new open-ended materials on the rug and invite children 
to identify the possibilities: “I wonder how you might use these materials during 
guided play?” 
 

● Model Reflective Thinking 
○ Share your own observations and questions about what you’ve seen during 

previous play sessions. This helps children see themselves as learners and gives 
them language to reflect on their own experiences. 

○ Example: “I noticed yesterday that Maya and Eli worked together to sort the 
different shapes. How did you decide which items went together? What might 
happen if we added more shapes to your play today?” 
 

● Spark Curiosity with Open-Ended Prompts 
○ Use questions and statements that allow for a wide range of responses. These 

prompts can help children start brainstorming and planning their play. 
○ Example: “What happens when we mix different colors together? What do you 

think we might discover if we try?” 

Example in Practice 

Scenario: 
A group of kindergarteners is preparing to explore the classroom’s building area during 
guided play. During the Pre-Play Gathering, the teacher holds up the word “cooperate,” which 
they discussed earlier in the week. 
Teacher: “We talked about the word ‘cooperate’ yesterday when we were building together. 
What does ‘cooperate’ mean again? What might it look like today when you’re working with 
someone in the building area?” 
Child 1: “It means working together to make something!” 
Child 2: “Like taking turns with the blocks.” 
Teacher: “Great ideas! I wonder what words you can use if you need help from your partner 
while you’re building. What could you say?” 
Child 3: “I could say, ‘Can you help me with this?’” 
Teacher: “That’s a great way to cooperate! Let’s keep this in mind as we play today.” 

By weaving in prior knowledge and prompting collaborative problem-solving, the teacher has 
not only set a clear expectation but also empowered children to take ownership of their 
interactions during play. 
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The Impact of the Pre-Play Gathering 

By intentionally shifting their role during the Pre-Play Gathering, teachers create an 
atmosphere of trust, curiosity, and shared purpose. This time empowers children to approach 
their play with confidence and clarity while reinforcing the skills they need to engage 
meaningfully with peers and materials. Teachers set the stage for success not by directing 
outcomes but by inspiring possibilities, laying the groundwork for rich and transformative play 
experiences. 

 
Active Guided Play: Empowering Exploration and Engagement 

At the core of the Guided Play Framework lies Active Guided Play, where children lead their 
learning within a thoughtfully prepared environment that invites exploration, creativity, and 
collaboration. This component prioritizes agency, autonomy, and engagement while allowing 
teachers to scaffold and extend learning in meaningful ways. Active Guided Play balances child-
directed exploration with teacher-guided support, setting it apart from both free play and teacher-
directed instruction. 

This is the time when students immerse themselves in hands-on, meaningful play experiences, 
applying their creativity and problem-solving skills. Simultaneously, teachers observe, document, 
and provide strategic scaffolding to ensure that play remains joyful and rigorous, aligned with 
developmental and academic goals. 
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The Teacher’s Role in Active Guided Play 

Teachers take on dynamic and multifaceted roles during Active Guided Play. Rather than 
dictating how children engage with materials or concepts, teachers observe, facilitate, and 
collaborate to deepen understanding and create meaningful connections. Their primary 
responsibility is to support children’s engagement and learning without taking over their 
autonomy. This requires intentionality, flexibility, and skilled decision-making in an effort to 
achieve balance in knowing when to step in and when to observe. 

Key Roles of Teachers 

● Intentional Observer 
○ Teachers carefully observe children’s play to understand their interests, strengths, 

and challenges. Observation helps identify individual learning approaches and 
tailor support to each child’s needs. 

○ Example: A teacher notices a group of children struggling to stabilize a block 
tower. Instead of intervening immediately, the teacher observes their trial-and-
error process and later asks, “I wonder what might make your tower stronger. What 
do you think you could try?” 
 

● Facilitator and Scaffolder 
○ Teachers extend children’s thinking by introducing open-ended questions, offering 

new materials, or providing suggestions that align with their play. 
○ Example: A child experimenting with ramps is testing how far a ball rolls. The 

teacher might ask, “What do you notice about the way the ball moves? How might 
it change if you adjust the ramp?” These questions encourage hypothesis testing 
and deeper exploration. 
 

● Co-Learner and Model 
○ Teachers actively participate in play as co-learners, modeling curiosity, 

collaboration, and persistence. By engaging authentically, they inspire children to 
adopt similar approaches. 

○ Example: In a dramatic play scenario, a teacher joins as a customer in a pretend 
restaurant, modeling how to write an order. This introduces literacy skills while 
respecting the child’s lead. 
 

● Planner and Researcher 
○ Teachers curate the play environment with intention, selecting materials that align 

with learning goals and children’s interests. They document children’s progress 
using notes, photos, and learning stories to inform future planning. 

○ Example: A teacher photographs a child’s structure and documents their 
explanation, noting connections to geometric vocabulary from a recent math 
lesson. 
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The Child’s Role in Active Guided Play 

Active Guided Play positions children as the architects of their own learning. Through 
exploration, collaboration, and experimentation, they develop critical thinking, problem-solving, 
and social-emotional skills. 

Key Roles of Children 

● Explorer 
Children investigate materials and concepts through trial and error, engaging their innate 
sense of wonder and curiosity. 

● Collaborator 
Children work with peers to share ideas, solve problems, and negotiate roles, fostering 
teamwork and empathy. 

● Creator 
Through imaginative play, children design, build, and innovate, expressing their ideas 
and creativity. 

● Problem Solver 
Children approach challenges with curiosity and determination, using reasoning and 
perseverance to find solutions. 

Strategies for Effective Active Guided Play 

● Create Open-Ended Invitations to Play 
○ Prepare materials and spaces that invite curiosity, creativity, and choice. Open-

ended materials encourage children to direct their learning while making authentic 
connections to developmental and academic goals. 

○ Example: Provide loose parts like blocks, fabric, or natural materials and ask, 
“What might you create with these? How could they work together?” 

 
● Use Open-Ended Prompts to Foster a Culture of Inquiry 

○ Ask questions that promote deeper thinking and encourage children to expand 
their ideas. 

○ Example: “What do you notice about the way these pieces fit together? What could 
happen if you added something else?” 

 
● Follow the Child’s Lead 

○ Observe closely and adapt your approach based on children’s interests and 
actions. Be ready to scaffold and offer guidance when appropriate, while 
demonstrating respect and responsiveness to their ideas, being mindful to refrain 
from dominating or directing their play. 
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● Encourage Reflection During Play 
○ Help children pause to reflect on their process and ideas, strengthening 

connections between their actions and outcomes, highlighting the authentic 
connection between play and learning.  

○ Example: “I noticed you were working hard to keep the ramp steady and when 
using the block it didn’t work, then you tried different materials. What did you 
discover?” 
 

● Document Learning in Real-Time 
○ Capture key moments of play through photos, videos, or notes. Use these to 

reflect with children or plan future learning opportunities. 

Examples of Active Guided Play in Practice 
 
Scenario 1: Block Play 

● Children’s Role: Children are building a bridge with wooden blocks. One child says, 
“It keeps falling when I add more blocks.” 

● Teacher’s Role: The teacher observes the children’s attempts, then asks, “What do 
you think could help keep the bridge steady?” After listening to their ideas, the 
teacher introduces popsicle sticks, asking, “I wonder how these might help. What do 
you think?” The children test their theories, experimenting with different placements 
of the sticks to strengthen their bridge. 

● Impact: The children collaborate, share ideas, and test solutions. They celebrate 
their success when the bridge holds together, building confidence and problem-
solving skills. 

Scenario 2: Dramatic Play 
● Children’s Role: In the dramatic play area, children are pretending to run a 

restaurant. One child announces, “We need a menu!” 
● Teacher’s Role: The teacher joins the play and asks, “What kinds of food do you 

want to include? How can we show the prices?” The teacher models writing a menu, 
prompting the children to contribute their ideas. 

● Impact: The children create a menu, practicing literacy and numeracy skills. They 
assign roles and collaborate to serve customers, building teamwork and 
communication skills. 

Scenario 3: Ramps and Rolling 
● Children’s Role: A child is using a ramp to test how far a ball will roll. 
● Teacher’s Role: The teacher observes silently, then asks, “What do you notice 

about the way the ball moves? What do you think might happen if you change the 
ramp’s height?” 

● Impact: The child experiments with different ramp heights, testing hypotheses and 
recording results. This fosters scientific thinking and perseverance. 
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The Impact of Active Guided Play 

Active Guided Play fosters an environment where children feel empowered to take risks, explore 
their ideas, and engage deeply with learning. Teachers become partners in the learning process, 
balancing observation and facilitation to support authentic, meaningful experiences. 

By embracing this approach, educators create classrooms where curiosity thrives, and children 
build the confidence and skills they need to navigate the world with creativity and resilience. 

After-Play Reflection Meeting: Connecting Play to Learning 

 

The After-Play Reflection Meeting is a cornerstone of the Guided Play Framework, where children 
reflect on their play experiences, share their creations, and collaboratively address challenges. 
By fostering thoughtful discussion and inviting children to take the lead, this meeting reinforces 
the value of their ideas, nurtures peer connections, and highlights how guided play supports their 
overall learning. Teachers use this time to guide children in remembering, questioning, retelling, 
perspective-taking, and explaining, while modeling language and collaborative problem-solving. 
This reflection prioritizes metacognition, social-emotional learning, and community building, 
helping children connect their play to their growth as thinkers, creators, and collaborators. 
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Purpose of the After-Play Reflection Meeting 

This meeting is designed to help children: 

● Build skills: Develop abilities such as questioning, retelling, perspective-taking, and 
explaining. 

● Think deeply: Reflect on their play as a meaningful and intentional learning experience. 
● Identify growth: Recognize their challenges, strengths, and areas of improvement. 
● Connect to each other: Strengthen social bonds and build a culture of trust and 

collaboration. 
● Connect to content: Link play experiences to broader learning goals, such as STEM 

concepts, literacy, or social-emotional development. 

The Teacher’s Role in the After-Play Reflection Meeting 

Teachers act as facilitators, creating a safe and engaging space for children to share their ideas, 
learn from each other, and solve problems collaboratively. Their role is to balance structure and 
flexibility, guide discussions without dominating them, and model the norms of respectful dialogue 
and inquiry. 

Key Roles of Teachers 

● Facilitator of Reflection 
○ Teachers prompt children to share their experiences and insights, helping them 

articulate what they learned or discovered during play. 
○ Example: “Can you describe how you built the bridge? What challenges did you 

face, and how did you solve them?” 
 

● Supporter of Peer Engagement 
○ Teachers encourage children to interact with each other respectfully, using 

feedback and questioning to deepen understanding and build connections. 
○ Example: “Who has a question or comment for Sofia about her ramp? You could 

say, ‘I noticed…’ or ask, ‘How did you decide to…?’” 
 

● Collaborative Problem Solver 
○ Teachers guide children through challenges observed during play, facilitating 

discussions and testing solutions as a group. 
○ Example: “It seems like a lot of friends were frustrated in the dramatic play area 

today because it was too crowded. What can we do to make it more fun for 
everyone?” 
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● Documenter of Learning 
○ Teachers use photos, artifacts, or other documentation to anchor discussions and 

make learning visible. 
○ Example: “Here’s a picture of the structure you built. Can you explain how you 

decided which blocks to use?” 
 

Key Components of the After-Play Reflection Meeting 

1. Sharing Play Experiences and Creations 
This is a structured opportunity for children to showcase their work, describe their 
process, and receive feedback from peers. Teachers set clear routines for this process 
to ensure equitable participation and meaningful dialogue. 

Example Process: 
○ Sign-Up for Sharing: 

Teachers might use a whiteboard or similar system where children write their 
names if they wish to share during the meeting. This approach creates a 
predictable structure while honoring children’s autonomy. 

○ Presentation by the Child: 
A child presents their work or play experience. For instance: 
“I built this ramp with blocks and made the ball roll all the way to the end. It went 
faster when I added more blocks underneath.” 

○ Teacher’s Follow-Up Questions: 
Teachers extend the conversation with prompts: 
“I wonder why the ball went faster. What do you think?” 
“What was the trickiest part of making the ramp work?” 

○ Peer Feedback and Questions: 
Peers are invited to share their thoughts and ask questions, using modeled 
language. Examples include: 
“I like how you used the big blocks to make it taller.” 
“What would happen if you used a heavier ball?” 

○ Connection to Class Learning: 
The teacher might guide the group to link the experience to broader concepts: 
“This reminds me of the experiment we did with force and motion. How is this 
similar or different?” 
 

2. Collaborative Problem-Solving 
This is a chance to address challenges that arose during play, allowing children to 
brainstorm solutions and test them collaboratively. Teachers guide the discussion while 
empowering children to take ownership of resolving issues. 
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Example Process: 
○ Identifying the Challenge: 

The teacher introduces an observed issue: 
“I noticed that friends in the dramatic play area were feeling frustrated because 
there wasn’t enough space. Let’s think about how we can solve this together.” 

○ Brainstorming Solutions: 
Children offer ideas, such as: 
“Maybe we can have fewer people in the area at once.” 
 

○ Testing Ideas: 
The teacher invites a small group to try the solution: 
“Let’s have five friends go into the area and see how it feels. Is there enough 
space now?” 
 

○ Reflection and Adjustment: 
After testing, the group reconvenes to evaluate: 
“It still feels crowded? What else could we try?” 
Children iterate solutions until consensus is reached, fostering critical thinking 
and collaboration. 
 

3. Connecting Play to Learning 
Teachers help children see how their play experiences link to academic, social-
emotional, and community-building goals. 
 
Example Process: 

○ Highlighting Discovery: 
A child might share: 
“When I used the triangle block, my tower stopped falling over.” 
The teacher extends this: 
“That’s a great discovery about balance! How do you think you could use that 
idea in other things you build?” 
 

○ Celebrating Connections: 
Teachers encourage children to reflect on peer interactions: 
“I saw that you worked with Ava to build the tower. How did you two decide what 
to do?” 
 

○ Encouraging Peer Discussion: 
Children might offer comments or questions like: 
“I noticed that you used a pattern with your blocks. Why did you do that?” 
“I like how it’s a blue and yellow pattern.” 

 



An Active Playful Learning Guidebook for New Hampshire Teachers 

 
                                                                                                                                                  32 

The Impact of the After-Play Reflection Meeting 

The After-Play Reflection Meeting is a pivotal part of the Guided Play Framework, serving as both 
a culmination of the day’s play and a launchpad for future learning. This time is dedicated to 
celebrating children’s creativity, fostering connections among peers, and reinforcing the 
classroom’s culture of inquiry and respect. Through structured reflection and collaborative 
problem-solving, children develop critical skills such as communication, perspective-taking, and 
problem-solving. 

By facilitating these discussions, teachers empower children to recognize the value of their 
contributions, learn from one another, and take ownership of their growth as learners and 
collaborators. This reflective meeting transforms play into a purposeful, community-centered 
experience where learning is visible, meaningful, and shared. 
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Learn More 
For more information about play-based learning initiatives and research, contact: 
 
Kimberly Turner Nesbitt, Ph.D. 
Associate Professor 
Department of Human Development and Family Studies 
University of New Hampshire 
217 Pettee Hall 
kimberly.nesbitt@unh.edu  
 

Resources 

Active Playful Learning Project:  
https://activeplayfullearning.com/  
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLs2gYeULxgkxZ4nbo9RSQ-dsEaDUqIbYV 

Brookings Institute Playful Learning Series: https://www.brookings.edu/tags/playful-learning/  
 
LEGO Foundation Learning Through Play: https://learningthroughplay.com/   
 
New Hampshire early learning standards. https://www.nh-connections.org/wp-

content/uploads/2022/09/NH-Early-Learning-Standards.pdf 
 
What is Play-Based Learning in Kindergarten? Fact Sheet: 

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/Products/Region/northeast/Resource/107048 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sNV3beiR0bw   

 
Books and Articles 
 
Blinkoff, E., Nesbitt, K. T., & Hirsh-Pasek, K. (2024). Observation of student and teacher 

behaviors during an initial active playful learning intervention in kindergarten classrooms. 
Education Sciences, 14(6), 648.  https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci14060648  

Hirsh-Pasek, K., & Golinkoff, R. M. (2016). Becoming Brilliant: What science tells us about 
raising successful children. American Psychological Association. 

Hirsh-Pasek, K., Golinkoff, R. M., Nesbitt, K., Lautenbach, C., Blinkoff, E., & Fifer, G. (2022). 
Making schools work: Bringing the science of learning to joyful classroom practice. Teachers 
College Press. 

Nesbitt, K. T., Blinkoff, E., Gunersel, A. B., & Hirsh-Pasek, K. (2025). Feasibility and acceptability 
of an active playful learning intervention for kindergarten teachers using instructional coaching. 
Early Education and Development. http://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2025.2449688 

mailto:kimberly.nesbitt@unh.edu
https://activeplayfullearning.com/
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLs2gYeULxgkxZ4nbo9RSQ-dsEaDUqIbYV
https://www.brookings.edu/tags/playful-learning/
https://learningthroughplay.com/
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/Products/Region/northeast/Resource/107048
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sNV3beiR0bw
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