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What we mean by:
Learning through play
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Rather than pushing children to 
think like adults, we might do 
better to remember that they 
are great learners and to try 
harder to be more like them.
Seymour Papert (1928-2016)
LEGO® Professor of Learning Research 
MIT Media Lab
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Introduction
The aim of the LEGO Foundation is to re-define play and re-imagine learning. 
We want to build a future where learning through play empowers children to 
become creative, engaged, lifelong learners. This ambition is more critical 
than ever. Children grow up facing rapid change, global challenges and a highly 
interconnected world, all of which affect their future prospects.

In this leaflet, we share our view of play as an important 

vehicle for children’s learning and about how playful 

experiences support children in developing the skills 

to serve them, their communities and society through 

a lifetime. What reality looks like for children differs 

dramatically across time, cultures and contexts but 

the deep understanding that comes from effective 

learning experiences will no doubt help prepare them 

for navigating the future.

Our hope is to bring together voices across the wider 

community of passionate advocates and partners 

promoting learning through play in children’s lives. 

Together, we can create a powerful platform for 

advocating about learning through play globally.
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Children as creative, 
engaged, lifelong 
learners

The world of today and tomorrow is one of challenges 

but also of tremendous opportunity. An increasingly 

interconnected and dynamic world means children 

today will find themselves changing jobs several times 

during their lives, and they will have to invent most of 

those jobs and the job profiles involved. They will face 

continuous re-skilling and a need for lifelong learning. 

Many children also face hardship in the shape of stress, 

poverty and conflict. They need positive experiences 

and coping skills that can counterbalance negative 

factors in their lives, and support their confidence and 

opportunity for making a difference.

The LEGO Foundation firmly believes that promoting 

children’s drive and motivation to learn, their ability 

to come up with ideas and imagine alternatives, as 

well as to connect with others and their surroundings 

in positive ways, is essential in a 21st-century 

reality. Through active engagement with ideas and 

knowledge, and also with the world at large, children 

are better prepared to deal with tomorrow’s reality 

– a reality of their own making. In short, we see 

learning through play as crucial for children’s positive 

development, regardless of their situation.
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Children learn 
through play 
Though learning happens right from birth, you may wonder how we 
build more complex, higher-order skills such as creativity, critical 
thinking, collaboration and problem-solving. One approach – often 
overlooked – is play!

Right from the earliest moments of infancy, children 

have an amazing natural potential to learn about the 

world through play. In recent decades, the scientific 

community has found increasing evidence that infants 

and children are constantly learning, connecting and 

engaging with their surroundings through positive 

playful experiences.

A baby only a few hours old prefers to listen to human 

voices over any other sound, and very young children’s 

way of discovering is strikingly similar to much learning 

and thinking in science. These natural-born skills are 

the same capabilities that enable children to become 

creative, engaged, lifelong learners. But in order to 

fully flourish, these skills also need to be nurtured, 

supported and developed as children grow.
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Re-defining play
From moments pretending to discover a new country 

in one’s own home to the hours spent building a tree 

house in the garden, play and childhood go hand 

in hand. Research has repeatedly shown that play 

experiences are not merely fun – play also has a critical 

and crucial role in learning and in preparing children for 

challenges in childhood and throughout adulthood.

While play features in many early childhood policies, 

practice often lags behind, just as the importance of 

learning through play is often less recognised, both 

at home and in school, as children grow older. That’s 

why we need to redefine play as a central arena for 

learning in the minds and actions of those influencing 

children’s lives.

When we say “play”, this can mean many kinds of 

experiences, from play that gives children the freedom 

to explore and discover with minimal constraints, 

to play that is more guided or structured. Our 

environments (including the materials available when 

playing in a home, in a yard, in urban environments, 

in rural environments, etc.) also frame play, as do 

the peers, adults and other people we engage with. 

Play is also constantly influenced by the particular 

culture, values and beliefs in the home as well as in the 

community at large.

Regardless of whether a play activity falls closer 

to free play, guided play or games with a particular 

learning goal, a critical requirement is that children 
must experience agency and be supported rather 

than directed. This means seeing children as capable, 

and providing opportunities to exert their thinking and 

actions in a social context where others have the same 

rights. For example, are children’s interests listened 

to? What choices do they have in the play activity? Do 

they initiate and invite adults to join the play?

Play and learning
are like the two 
wings of a butterfly
– one cannot exist
without the other.
Carla Rinaldi 
President of Reggio Children
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Characteristics of  
playful experiences
The five characteristics listed below draw on extensive conversations 
with experts in the field, as well as reviews of the literature on play and 
learning. We do not view them as providing any formal definition of play, 
but they do help unfold how playful experiences lead to deeper learning.

We say learning through play happens when the 

activity (1) is experienced as joyful, (2) helps children 

find meaning in what they are doing or learning, (3) 

involves active, engaged, minds-on thinking, (4) as 

well as iterative thinking (experimentation, hypothesis 

testing, etc.), and (5) social interaction. 

These five characteristics draw on evidence for how 

children learn best (the Science of Learning) and how 

to foster a playful mindset.

Joyful
Joy is at the heart of play - both enjoying a task for 

its own sake and the momentary thrill of surprise, 

insight, or success after overcoming challenges. 

Recent research shows how curiosity and positive 

experiences are linked to learning; for example, infants 

show more learning after a surprising event than after 

one that is expected.

Actively Engaging
Learning through play also involves being actively 

engaged. Imagine a child who’s fully absorbed in 

playing with a set of building blocks. She is actively 

imagining how the pieces will go together and is so 

engrossed that she fails to hear her father call her 

for dinner. This mental immersion and ability to stay 

focused are especially powerful in the context of 

learning through play.
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Meaningful

Joyful

Actively 
engaging

Socially 
interactive

Iterative
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Meaningful
Meaningful is when the child can relate new experiences 

to something already known. In play, children often 

explore what they have seen and done, or noticed 

others do, as a way of grasping what it means. By doing 

so, they can express and expand their understanding 

through a variety of media, symbols and tools.

Iterative
From a toddler trying different ways to build a high 

tower with blocks, to a young child discovering that 

the angle of a slide impacts how far a marble will shoot 

across a room, iteration – trying out possibilities, 

revising hypotheses and discovering the next question 

– leads to increased learning.

Socially Interactive
Social interaction is a powerful tool for both learning  

and play. By communicating their thoughts, 

understanding others through direct interaction and 

sharing ideas, children are not only able to enjoy being 

with others, but also to build deeper understanding 

and more powerful relationships.

These five characteristics ebb and flow as children are 

engaged in learning through play activities and all five 

are not necessary all the time. But over time, children 

should experience moments of joy and surprise, 

a meaningful connection, be active and absorbed, 

iterate and engage with others.  
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Re-imagining 
learning

Research shows that these different skills and aspects 

of development are not silos as much as they are 

interconnected gears: development in one influences 

development in another. For example, a whole new 

world opens to a toddler who learns to walk instead of 

crawl - now he can go in search of his caregiver, gaining 

access to new language, interactions, and play. Social 

competence and emotion regulation in turn underpin 

children’s cognitive skills, and language helps children 

interact with peers in positive ways. Studies looking 

across the span of childhood find that infants who are 

more physically active and explore more at the age of 

5 months show more success in school at age 14. 

Knowing how to read, write and do maths is still 

important for children to take part in the world. But it is 

vital to apply a holistic approach to children’s learning 

and development, recognising a broader set of skills 

that underpin learning for life.

Theorists, researchers and practitioners in child development and 
education have done an excellent job of extending the view of learning 
to go beyond memorising academic content, by highlighting that  
children need to develop a breadth of skills. A holistic approach which 
also includes their physical, social, emotional, cognitive and creative 
skills is essential.
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Skills for holistic 
development
Because child development is beautifully complex, we take a holistic 
view and highlight the importance of children’s physical, social,  
cognitive, creative and emotional skills and how these complement  
and interact with one another. 

Emotional skills
Understand, manage and express emotions by building 

self-awareness and handling impulses, as well as staying 

motivated and confident in the face of difficulties.

Cognitive skills
Concentration, problem solving and flexible thinking 

by learning to tackle complex tasks and building 

effective strategies to identify solutions.

Physical skills
Being physically active, understanding movement 

and space through practicing sensory-motor skills, 

developing spatial understanding and nurturing an 

active and healthy body.

Social skills
Collaborate, communicate and understand other 

people’s perspectives through sharing ideas, 

negotiating rules and building empathy.

Creative skills
Coming up with ideas, expressing them and 

transforming them into reality by creating 

associations, symbolising and representing ideas and 

providing meaningful experiences for others.
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Longitudinal studies underscore this need 

for supporting a breadth of skills in children. 

Their ability to share ideas and resources, be 

helpful and listen to others all help predict 

their level of education and job situation. 

The same is true for important aspects 

such as attention and focus, confidence, 

perseverance, spatial understanding and 

explorative behaviour.

Play has a key role in developing, encouraging 

and promoting these holistic skills from 

birth and throughout life. The nature of a 

child’s play activities will vary – depending 

on age, context and culture – and their skills 

will increase in complexity. However, the 

basic structures of these skills are present 

right from early infancy, and are supported 

and strengthened by high-quality play 

experiences.

The power 
of play

Playful experiences 
in the early years 
allow you to 
acquire…

From the early indicators of…

• Attention

• Self-control

• Spatial understanding

• Motivation and confidence

• Problem-solving and reflection
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….the critical 
skills  for learning 
throughout 
a lifetime

…to a successful adulthood

• Education

• Innovation

• Health

• Job
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