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What is authentic play?

“”Play is the highest form of research.”

Albert Einstein

Play is one of the most important endeavors of the young child.  It is a 
powerhouse that builds vibrant health and well-being.  It is the best preparation for a 
strong academic life.  

There has been a growing misunderstanding of what constitutes play.   For the 
sake of clarity, I am going to call true play – authentic play.  Authentic play is crucial to 
the development of the young child as it develops executive function.   A child's ability 
to use executive functioning skills is one of the strongest indicators of success in both 
school and life.
Authentic play has four distinctions.  It is:
• Self-Organizing
• Self-Maintaining
• Self-Renewing
• Self-Transcending

INTRO

The Authentic Play Guidebook:  2017© Fairy Dust Teaching



5

“To give a child a mechanical toy is 
equivalent to playing for him” 

~ Walter WoodSelf-

Organizing
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In authentic play, children are organizing their own 
ideas and thoughts.  There is an absence of pre-
existing agendas.  There is no external source for 
the play.  Authentic play is NOT:
• Teacher generated/created activities
• Teacher guiding the ideas
• Pre-determined toys with specific outcomes
• Computer games 
• Games with adult imposed rules 

Think back to your own memories of playing as a 
child?   Is there an adult directing it?  Mostly likely 
not.
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“It is a happy 
talent to 
know how to 
play.”

~ Ralph Waldo 
Emerson
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“Play is the work of childhood”
~Mr. Rogers

Children are not being told what to be or do in 
authentic play.  They use the classroom materials 
and opportunities to build their own play.

Play is a self-initiated activity. 
It is chosen as an individual or as a collective of 
friends. It rises out of a child’s genuine interests 
and ideas.  It is meaningful to the child or group.

Play is instinctive.
It is a natural and important way of being for 
young children.  It occurs without prompting if 
the environment is supportive of authentic play.

Self-Organizing

Executive Function benefits: 
Decision making; prioritizing, problem 
solving; applying, analyzing, and 
evaluating ideas & concepts
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“You can discover more about a person in 
an hour of play than in a year of 
conversation.”                                      ~ PlatoSelf-

Maintaining
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When a child is engaged in authentic play, 
sustained interest is a natural outcome.  Children 
become highly focused inside of play.  They learn 
quickly how to withstand distractions.

Play specialists acknowledge that there are 
universal themes or archetypes that run through 
children’s play.  Children naturally sustain interest 
in these themes.

In play, children will:
• Make their own props
• Create their own agenda
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“The creation 
of something 
new is not 
accomplished 
by the 
intellect but 
by the play 
instinct.”

~ Carl Jung
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“Play is the exultation of the possible.”
~ Martin Buber

Children are not being told what to be or do in 
authentic play.  They use the classroom materials 
and opportunities to build their own play.

Play is a self-initiated activity. 
It is chosen as an individual or as a collective of 
friends. It rises out of a child’s genuine interests 
and ideas.  It is meaningful to the child or group.

Play is instinctive.
It is a natural and important way of being for 
young children.  It occurs without prompting if 
the environment is supportive of authentic play.

Self-Maintaining

Executive Function benefits: Attention, 
inhibitory control,  staying focused, tuning in, 

planning,  self-motivating, concentrating.
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“Play is the only way the highest 
intelligence of humankind can unfold.”

~ Joseph Chilton PearceSelf-

Renewing
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One of my mentors once said, repetition is the 
mother of early childhood.  Through repetition –
children renew their play over and over again.

Children achieve new understandings through 
repetitive actions. It is not uncommon to see 
children return to the same themes or areas of 
play.  

Repetitive play provides children with a sense of 
security.   It can be a base to explore one’s social 
and physical environment.
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“Play	is	our	
brain’s	
favorite	
way	of	
learning.”

~ Diane 
Ackerman
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“Whoever wants to understand much must play 
much.”  ~ Gottfried Benn

The growth of neural connections in the brain is 
strengthened through repetition.

Repetitive play strengthens those synaptic 
connections.  Children repeat what interests them 
and provides pleasure.  This, in turn, builds 
stronger and more permanent learning 
connections.

Children learn through repetitive exploration. 
They look at a material or theme from different 
angles and explore it, letting it become part of 
their understanding of themselves and the 
world.

Self-Renewing

Executive Function benefits: Monitor 
progress, apply prior knowledge, 

flexibility in themes and archetypes, self 
determination
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“A child’s play is not simply a reproduction 
of what he has experienced, but a creative 
reworking of the impressions he has 
acquired.”                                      ~ Vygotsky

Play removes our constraints and limits.  We 
are able to reach beyond the known and 
enter the world of the possible.

Through play we can be anybody or 
anything.   How often do we see the 
recurring themes of super heroes, 
mommies and daddies,  spies and 
dinosaurs?

At the heart of play, creativity is born.

Self-

Transcending

The Authentic Play Guidebook:  2017© Fairy Dust Teaching
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“Play is not a 
luxury; it’s the 
way to 
support brain 
development 
and our 
children’s 
potential.” 

~ Dr. Grob-
Zakhary

CEO Lego

12

The Authentic Play Guidebook:  2017© Fairy Dust Teaching

If I get to pick what I want to do, then it’s 
play…if someone else tells me that I have to do 
it, then it’s work. ~Patricia Nourot

Standardized curriculum and high stakes testing 
does not prepare children for the task of 
innovation.   The groundwork for innovation is laid 
in the task of play.

When children play creatively, they are welome to 
utilize any of the play materials within their 
environment.  It is important that we provide a 
good mix of open-ended materials.

Play allows children to test their capacities, build 
critical thinking, and inspire imaginative thinking.

Self-Transcending

Executive Function benefits: Managing 
frustration and modulating emotions, 
perspective shifting, utilizing working 

memory 
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Ten Ways 
to Support Authentic Play in Your Classroom

1. Provide a variety of open-ended materials. 

2. Reduce your directive (command) statements and questions.* Use 

informational statements. This allows children to do their own 

thinking.

3. Offer different types of “spaces” for play in the classroom.   Cozy, 

hiding spaces for solitary play and big spaces for collaborative 

building and creating. 

4. Provide materials for fort building.

5. Offer a diversity of props for pretend play.

6. Provide a basket of various lengths of fabrics.

7. Use see/think/wonder to facilitate children’s interests.

8. Avoid using population control.    

9. Welcome upsets and arguments.  It is an opportunity to practice 

important social skill building.

10. Let children struggle with boredom.  

*Read more at: http://teachertomsblog.blogspot.com/2017/06/space-for-children-to-do-their-

own.html

*Read more at: 

http://www.visiblethinkingpz.org/VisibleThinking_html_files/03_ThinkingRoutines/03c_Core_rou

tines/SeeThinkWonder/SeeThinkWonder_Routine.html
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Authentic Play 
Builds the Brain’s Power to Learn!
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Do not underestimate the power of child’s play! Here are the top brain 
benefits of play.

Play builds children’s attention and focus.

Think about it.   Any new skill is built through practice.  When children 
engage in self-selected play, they are highly motivated and interested.   

This sustained interest is the foundation of focus and attention.  

This builds crucial neural pathways that will later serve children in 
academic settings.  

Play develops decision making.

When children choose their play they now have a responsibility.   They 
have to make choices, make a plan, and execute that plan.  It teaches 
children to act on their interests and follow through with them. We are 
not born with these skills.   In play, children are given the opportunity to 
navigate and set priorities.  

This builds the capacity for resisting distractions and impulses.
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Authentic Play 
Helps Develop the  Academic Mind
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Authentic play (free play) produces a specific type of brain development.   Play 
changes the connections of the neurons in the prefrontal cortex.  The prefrontal 
cortex helps to set up the brain’s executive functioning.

Executive function has a critical role in regulating emotions, executing plans and 
solving problems. 

Play is what prepares the brain for schoolwork.

Researchers have found that countries where children have more recess tend to 
have higher academic performance than countries where recess is less.

Early Academic Preschools vs Play Based Preschools

In a study in the United States that focused on children in poverty, they found 
among the 343 students followed, those who attended academic based preschools 
initially showed academic advantages over those who attended play-based 
preschools.  

What is interesting to note is this: 

By the time these children reached the end of fourth grade, these advantages were 
reversed!! The children from the play-based preschools were performing 
significantly better than those from the academic preschools.

To read more about this study:  Early Childhood Research & Practice 
4(1).  http://ecrp.uiuc.edu/v4n1/marcon.html
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Research has shown that play is the foundation for preparing children for reading 
and writing.  

1.   Underneath reading and writing is the capacity to speak and listen.   These two 
skills are oral origins of reading and writing.

Speaking:  When children play, they are constantly using language. Think about it!  
Through play, children discuss what they want to do such as deciding the pretend 
roles and choosing the props to use.  

Listening:  They negotiate their play with friends.  They have to problem solve when 
there are disagreements.  This provides a rich opportunity for oral language.   

2. Symbolic play (pretend play) builds a child’s capacity for understanding 
differences in perspective. 

Through play, children pretend to be mothers, fathers, heroes, animals, and 
whatever they may imagine.  This is a shift of perspective – a critical component of 
building comprehension.

By playing with friends, children experience language that help construct their 
literacy knowledge.

IMPORTANT:  Teacher instructed, teacher directed learning does not give children 
the same opportunity to express their ideas and understanding and navigate the 
ideas of others.  

To read some interesting research on literacy and play:  
http://digitalcommons.buffalostate.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1020&context
=jiae/

Authentic Play 
Is the Foundation of Reading
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Nature Exploration
“The future of mankind is dependent on every human 

being intimately associated with a half acre of ground.” 
~ Frank Lloyd Wright 

Possible things you may 
see:
• Draw in the dirt
• Build with rocks
• Climb trees
• Pick flowers
• Run through the grass
• Look for animals

FAMILY PLAY CHALLENGE

Plan a family walk.   Find a place for your child to explore and play 
without any pre determined goal in mind. Start by asking, “What do you 
notice here?”

Question Starters:
I wonder what you want to do with all these things?
What do you hear up there?
I wonder how the dirt feels?
Let me know where you need help.
I wonder what you could use to build with?

The Authentic Play Guidebook:  2017© Fairy Dust Teaching
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Free Form Building
“Necessity may be the mother of invention, but play is 

certainly the father.” 
~Roger Von Oech

FAMILY PLAY CHALLENGE

Provide several types of open-ended building materials on a table or 
floor. Examples: 
• Blocks
• Jenga blocks
• Sticks
• Rocks
• Wood Cookies
• Paper towel tubes
• Plastic cups

First, set out some materials and say: “I found these and am wondering what 
we could do with these?” Without promoting your own ideas, listen and watch 
what they do.

Question Starters:
I wonder how these materials will help you today?
What can you do with these? 
I notice how you…
Is there anything else you need? 
I see that didn't work, I wonder how you could solve that problem?

Possible things you may see:
• Building tall
• Building wide
• Stacking
• Dumping
• Creating houses or castles
• Making representations

The Authentic Play Guidebook:  2017© Fairy Dust Teaching
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Find a Tree
““It is not the language of painters but the language of nature 

which one should listen to…The feeling for the things 
themselves, for reality, is more important than the feeling for 

pictures.”
~Vincent Van Gogh

FAMILY PLAY CHALLENGE

Go outside and find a tree. 
Bring paper and crayons (or whatever drawing tools you have) Without 
giving directions to what you are doing, set the paper and crayons by the 
tree. Allow your child to choose to draw or not.

Question Starters:
I wonder what's up on this tree.
What do you notice about the leaves?
How does the tree feel?
I wonder what you could do with the leaves?
I notice you are…
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Possible things you may see:
• Climbing trees
• Collecting leaves
• Investigating insects
• Throwing leaves
• Running around tree
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Things that Roll

FAMILY PLAY CHALLENGE

Ask your child to help you gather anything that rolls (or perhaps things 
that may not even roll). 
Next,  gather anything that can become a ramp: gutters, blocks, empty 
cereal boxes, books, paper towel tubes, etc. 

Set up one inclined material to make like a ramp and invite your child 
over. Without telling them what to do, see how your child interacts and 
manipulates the materials. 

He or she may or may not make ramps, but observing how creative they 
may be with the materials will provide extended opportunities for free, 
authentic play experiences.
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Question Starters:
How can you use these things?
I notice you are…
How tall or short can we make it?
I noticed the way you are…

Possible things you may see:
• Building tall ramps
• Building long ramps
• Getting frustrated that is doesn’t work
• Playing and exploring with the ball

“We are never more fully alive, more completely ourselves, or 
more deeply engrossed in anything than when we are playing.”

~Charles Schaefer
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Muddy Business

FAMILY PLAY CHALLENGE

It rained today!  It’s time to get a bit messy and let our child learn and free 
play with mother nature. 

Find a mud puddle outside.

Refrain from telling the child what to do, but instead listen and look for 
how he or she is playing in the mud puddle.  Optional:  provide extra dirt, 
rocks, sticks, and other natural materials.

Question Starters:
How does it feel?
I wonder what we can do with this?
Tell me about what you notice in the mud?
I wonder if anything lives in mud?
I notice you are…
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Possible things you may see:
• Feeling the mud over and 

over
• Building with it
• Requesting tools to explore it
• Not liking the texture of it
• Letting it fall on the ground 

or bucket

“Quite simply, when we deny children nature, we deny them 
beauty.”

~Richard Louv (Last Child in the Woods)
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Let’s Rock It Out!

FAMILY PLAY CHALLENGE

Go on a rock hunt with your child.  Search for all sizes and colors of 
rocks. Bring them to a place inside or outside your home.   

Put the found rocks where your child can play with them.  Do not give 
any directions or ideas with what to do with them. Take notice of how they 
choose to explore and play with them.   Be a witness to their unique form 
of play.

Question Starters:
I notice you are…
I wonder what you are going to do with those rocks?
How do those rocks feel?
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Possible things you may see:
• Stacking rocks
• Sorting rocks
• Patterning rocks
• Dumping rocks
• Naming rocks

”Play gives children a chance to practice what 
they are learning.”

~Mr. Rogers
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RECOMMENDED RESOURCES
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International Play Association.   
http://www.ipausa.org/

Declaration of the Children’s Right to Play
http://ipaworld.org/about-us/declaration/ipa-declaration-of-the-childs-right-to-play/

International Play Iceland
http://www.internationalplayiceland.com/

Importance of Play – Miami University
http://performancepyramid.miamioh.edu/node/1119

The Importance of Free Play in a Structured World 
http://www.calgaryschild.com/parenting/development/1834-the-importance-of-free-
play-in-a-structured-world

Free Play is essential for normal emotional development 
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/freedom-learn/201206/free-play-is-essential-
normal-emotional-development

Rethinking	Childhood
https://rethinkingchildhood.com/

Alliance	for	Childhood
http://www.allianceforchildhood.org/sites/allianceforchildhood.org/files/file/Kindergarten_8-
page_summary.pdf
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For more ideas – go to 
www.fairydustteaching.com
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Fairy Dust Teaching’s mission is to support early 
childhood educators, globally, in restoring magic and 

wonder into the classroom.


