
Today we know more than ever before about the importance of children’s 
earliest years in shaping their learning and development. Yet, never before have 
the needs of young children and their families been more pressing.

The Week of the Young Child™ is a time to recommit ourselves to ensuring
that each and every child experiences the type of early environment—at home, at 
child care, at school, and in the community—that will promote their early learning.

Play time is an effective and simple way to encourage early learning and 
development at home. Play not only adds joy to children’s lives, but also gives 
them the opportunity to learn about the world around them. Research shows links 
between play and important abilities such as memory, social skills, and success in school. 

Play can be many things. It can be physical, it can be dramatic, it can be pretend, and it can even be a structured game with 
rules. Adults can encourage children’s play time by getting involved with their child’s play and creating opportunities for their 
children to play. 

Parents and families can help their children prepare for 
kindergarten by simply playing with them. Children need to 
know letters and numbers when they enter kindergarten, but 
if they have not developed solid approaches to learning, they 
will not be as successful in school settings. Curiosity about 
the world, problem solving and persistence are just a few 
approaches to learning that children develop through play. 

Encouraging Toddlers at Play
Joey is 20 months old. He has a 
basket full of toys, including  
rattles, soft plastic blocks, a set 
of stacking rings, stuffed 
animals, and cloth and plastic 
books. Joey’s dad often sits 
down on the floor with Joey 
and invites him to play with 
items in the basket. Joey’s favorite 
activity is to dump out all of the toys and put the basket 
on his head! This is typical toddler play behavior. Joey is 
curious about the world and Joey’s dad encourages 
his curiosity. 

Encouraging Preschoolers at Play
Alicia is 4 years old. She loves to play dress up and then 
pretend to go shopping or care for her baby dolls. Through 
her pretend play Alicia learns to think abstractly. When she 
holds a block in her hand and uses it to pretend to talk on 
the phone, she is using the block as a symbol for something 
else. That’s abstract thinking in action! And, since letters and 
numbers are abstract because they are symbols of what 
they represent, pretend play is one way a child develops her 
understanding of letters and numbers.

Your Role as Your Child Plays
Playing with your child helps keep your child engaged in the 
kind of play where learning occurs. Your interest, questions, 
and comments as you play alongside will help your child 
use toys productively. And the two of you will have lots of 
fun together! Most importantly, you will be working toward 
your child’s future success as a student by building important 
approaches to learning.
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Early Years Are Learning Years

Playtim
e!

Blocks are his favorite!
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Play helps children learn.
Children practice and reinforce 
their learning during play. It 
gives them a place and a time for 
learning that cannot be achieved 
through completing a worksheet. 

Play outside.

Remember your own outdoor experiences of building forts or sledding in the winter. Make sure your children create outdoor memories too.

Play reduces stres
s.

Play helps your children grow 

emotionally. It is joyful and provides 

an outlet for anxiety and stress.

Play is h
ealthy.

Active play helps children grow 

strong and healthy. It also 

counteracts obesity issues facing 

many children today.

I like to 
play wit

h my family!
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I like to play with my friends!


