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Playing to Learn and Learning to Play
A fun and interactive parent workshop

The greatest gift you can give is the ability and desire to learn as 
children face new situations and challenges at every age.

Mariah Bruehl, The Playful Guide to Raising Lifelong Learners, 2013, www.playfullearning.net
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
1 minute
Explain to parents that the ability and desire to learn relate to skills grouped under the categories of Social and Emotional Learning and Approaches to Play and Learning, which we’ll be explaining and exploring throughout this workshop.






Ground Rules

• Confidentiality – what we share stays here; each 
person’s story is their own

• Respect and non-judgment – appreciation for 
everyone and their contributions

• Give others the benefit of the doubt

• Listen well - everyone deserves an opportunity to 
speak and be heard

• Silence cell phones 

• Any other rules the group would like to add?
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
2 minutes

Ask for agreement to these meeting norms by a show of hands.



What We Mean by “Parents” and “Family”

For the purpose of this workshop, “parents” is understood to 
include all types of primary caregivers: 

Birthparents, mothers, fathers, adoptive and foster parents, legal 
guardians, step-parents, grandparents and other extended family 
members providing primary care, etc.

“Family” is defined as:

“The closest relationships that a child has, customarily thought of 
as a mother or father and siblings, but often including foster family, 
grandparents and others who are significant in the child’s life”
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
2 minutes

Ask if these definitions include everyone in the workshop. If not, broaden the definition until it does. 
Family definition comes from the Standards, p. 31.



What You Will Learn in “Playing to Learn 
and Learning to Play” Parent Workshop

1. Why playing with your children - also singing, reading and talking 
together every day - is so important to their growth and learning

2. Focusing on feelings to help your child learn important skills

3. Ways to build children’s learning through play

4. How to follow your child’s lead in play and expand the play to create a 
richer learning experience

5. Play activities that will help you connect with your child and help him or 
her learn 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
2 minutes

Reflection: Do these seem like topics that would be relevant and helpful to helping the parents in your program support the development of SEL and APL at home? Are there other topics you would have included if you had designed the workshop? If you have materials that address other topics that you’d like to include, you should feel free to adapt the workshop to meet the needs of your families.



Playing to Learn and Learning to Play

Find a partner you do not know well.

Share:

• your name, 

• the names and ages of your children, 

• who else lives in your home, 

• one positive thing and one not-so-positive thing about day-to-
day life in your family at this point in time. If you finish early, 
continue chatting to get to know one another.

Let’s get to know one another!

The positive thing is The Peach!
The not-so-positive thing is The Pit!
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
2 minutes per partner. Participants should pretend to be a parent they work with or know if they are not a parent of a young child.  Ask participants to listen attentively, using body language to communicate that they’re listening,  and to try not to interrupt their partner.

After the activity: Ask if it was hard not to interrupt and make the connection to the importance of listening to children. Explain to participants that “Peach and Pit” can be a fun game to play in their families. At bedtime,  at the dinner table, during bath time, in the car, etc. adults and children share their “Peach” and “Pit” about the day. The Peach is the best thing that happened that day. The Pit is something that could have been better.
Reflection : How do you think this warm up would work for the families in your program? Would you want to make any changes based on the culture or characteristics of the families you serve?



Playing to Learn and Learning to Play

Stay with the same partner.

This time, share some of your feelings about playing with your child(ren):

• What comes to mind when you think about playing with your child(ren)? Do you 
have memories of playing with your parents or grandparents?

• What kinds of play do you and your child(ren) most enjoy?

• Are there play activities that your child enjoys, but you usually do not enjoy? Or that 
you enjoy, but your child does not enjoy?

• Who usually chooses the activity and makes the rules when you play with your 
child?

• Who usually decides when it is time to end the play activity?

• How do you feel during and after a typical playtime?
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
2 minutes for each partner. Again, participants play the role of a parent of a  young child if they are not one.  After the activity, ask: Did any of the answers to the questions surprise you or make you think about playing in a different way? Any ideas about why the question about decision-making is included? Explain that as parents we sometimes make a lot of decisions for our children (that’s part of our job, after all), but that during play children will learn more if we encourage them to make most of the decisions themselves. Practicing in play will develop the child’ skills to make good real-life decisions.

Reflection: It’s important to remember that not all parents enjoy and feel comfortable with play or have had experience being playful. Be thinking about ways to make it safe for these parents to share and participate.



Playing to Learn and Learning to Play

Imagine your child 30 years from now….

• How do you hope you will be able to describe him or her? Write 
down a list of up to five words that describe the kind of person 
you are most hoping he or she will become.

• Share and list some of the characteristics we would like to see 
in our children when they become adults – or even sooner!

• How do you hope your child will look back and describe you as 
a parent?
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
5 minutes for Part One. 3 minutes for Part Two. 

If you are not a parent, play the role of a parent you know well. If you are a parent of a child of any age, please answer based on your own family. 

Use newsprint to list Part One.  Ask the group what they notice about the list. Hopefully, they will include adjectives like kind, caring, responsible, etc. that will help with the transition into SEL and APL. Then ask Part Two and list separately. Note the similarities in the lists.

 Make any connections you can to SEL and APL based on the list. Refer the group to the handout, Strategies for Raising Caring Kids on p.1  in the Parent and Caregiver Guide.



Learning to 
control 

anger and 
impulses 

(self-control)

Feeling good 
about what 

they are 
learning and 
what they can 

do

Learning to 
calm and 
soothe 

oneself when 
upset

Learning to 
understand 

and express 
feelings 

appropriately

What is social and emotional learning 
for young children?

Learning to 
understand 

and care about 
the feelings of 

others 
(empathy)

Playing to Learn and Learning to Play

MA Standards and Dodge and Bickart, Preschool for Parents

Learning to respect 
differences and form 
positive, cooperative 

relationships with 
others and to resolve 

conflicts

Learning how to 
be responsible 
and make good 

decisions

Learning to 
seek and 
offer help
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Presentation Notes

4 minutes

Ask participants to take turns reading each block.  

Explain that these are some of the most important things that children learn and practice through playing. All children (adults, too) are in the process of mastering these skills. Make connections between this list and the list of characteristics parents want to see in their adult children. 

Reflection: If the vocabulary on this slide or the reading level is too complex, there are simpler versions on pp. 4-8 in the Parent and Caregiver Guide booklet. You can substitute that language on this slide as needed.




Playing to Learn and Learning to Play:  
What are Approaches to Play and Learning?

Taking charge of their own learning

With eagerness and curiosity

Trying hard and focusing on the task

With creativity

Cooperating with others

Looking for more than one solution

Being very organized

Remembering what is important

The ways children approach or respond to learning situations:
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
4 minutes

Ask participants to give examples of the ways of approaching learning that participants recognize in themselves or their children. What behaviors do they notice that shows that their child(ren) approach learning in one or more of these ways? 

If they have difficulty, you can ask questions like, “Do you know anyone who has a fantastic memory? Do you know someone who is always asking questions?  Do you know someone who is so focused when they are doing something that they don’t hear you when you speak to them? Someone who is a good team member? Etc.”





Activity:
Playing to Learn and Learning to Play

Think of one of your child’s favorite play activities. If possible, 
choose an activity that involves playing with others - adults or 
children.

Who would like to share the activity they thought of? I will make a 
list of your ideas.

Then, we can think together about some things children might be 
learning from these favorite play activities, and list those in another 
column. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
6 minutes
Encourage everyone to share, but also let participants know that it is always OK to pass. 

On newsprint, list “favorite play activity” in one vertical column and “what child is learning” on the other. Fill in the play activity column first as the participants share. After the first list is complete, ask the group for suggestions about what children could be learning from each activity.  Stress the many ways children are learning through play. 
Reflection:  How easy will it be for your parents to think of the things that children are learning when they play? Add in your own ideas as needed, or revisit later in the workshop.



Playing to Learn and Learning to Play

Some things children learn by playing:

Understanding 
how other 
people feel 

and act

That there are 
different ways 

to resolve 
conflicts and 

get their needs 
met

That there are 
lots of different 

ways to do 
things and 

solve problems

That it 
takes 

practice to 
become 
skillful

The 
relationship 

between 
cause and 

effect

Taking 
turns and 
sharing
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
2 minutes

Ask the group to suggest other things children learn through play.  If appropriate for the group, ask for their ideas about which of these are “social and emotional skills” and which are “approaches to play and learning.”  Explain that they are interrelated and that children often learn and practice more than one of them in a single play activity.



Playing to Learn and Learning to Play

• Having fun together regularly will build a strong and positive parent-
child relationship. Relationships are the building blocks of the brain 
and all later learning, including academic learning.

• “Children learn best when they are engaged in playful ways with 
important people in their everyday lives.”

Mind in the Making website

Did you know that playing with you is your young child’s 
most important learning activity?
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
2 minutes

A noted child development researcher, Jack Shonkoff of Harvard University, says, “There is no development without relationships.”

You are your child’s first and most important teacher AND your child’s very first and favorite playmate – one of the most important people in their life. 



Playing to Learn and Learning to Play

• Research shows that the more animals play, the bigger their 
brains grow.

Paul Bailey’s book, Think of an Elephant, 2007

• Parent engagement in child learning at home predicted 
greater academic achievement in children than any other 
form of parent involvement 

Harris & Goodall, 2008; Downey, 2002; Izzo, Weissberg,
Kasprow, & Fendich,1999 cited in Coppel and Bredekamp, NAEYC, 2009

Why playing with you is your young child’s 
most important learning activity
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
 1 minute

You teach best by playing often with your child. It’s just as important as practicing the alphabet or counting or colors. Many early childhood experts would say it’s more important.  It’s not either-or though, because research says that your child will learn everything better if you make learning fun through playing. 

The last bullet means that when you spend time and focus on helping your child to learn at home, it will have a big impact on their success in school, more than other parent activities like attending PTO meetings or volunteering at the school, for example. Every time you and your child play, you are building his or her brain. In our next activity, we’ll see how that works.



Playing to Learn and Learning to Play

Part 1. We are going to make a model of how our brains grow 
through play. When the ball of yarn comes to you, share an activity 
you like to do with your child(ren). Then toss the yarn across the 
circle to someone on the other side until everyone has had a turn.

Part 2.  Now we will show how repeating an activity thickens and 
strengthens the connections in the brain. I will throw the yarn and 
we’ll throw it back and forth representing a fun activity that is 
repeated many times. Watch what happens to the connection.

Part 3.  The connections will get weaker if they are not reinforced by 
being used, but they can be built up again with more activity.

Raising a Reader website

Build-a-Brain Yarn Activity

16

Presenter
Presentation Notes
7 minutes

Ask for 10 volunteers to demonstrate this activity to the larger group. When the activity is part of a parent workshop, all parents should be invited to join.

After the ball of yarn has made its way all around the circle, appreciate the many fun activities participants are doing with children.  Explain that each person represents a brain cell, or neuron. The yarn represents pathways in the brain (called synapses). Doing fun activities and playing with our children literally helps to build strong brains with many pathways. 
Ask for a description of the connection after the repetition. It’s getting stronger.
Mention how the connections could weaken if brain-building activity slows down. End with a strong web by tossing the yarn ball around with more suggestions of brain-building activities parents can do with their children.

Reflection: How do you think the parents in your program would respond to this activity? Would you change it in any way?



Playing to Learn and Learning to Play

www.wellsphere.com/parenting-article/play-it-s-good-for-the-brain/490899

Brains are made up of billions of neurons, with trillions off connections 
between them. We just showed how they are bundled together into 
neural pathways.

A recent discovery is that we learn best when a lot of these brain 
pathways are all operating at the same time.

A great way to use and grow multiple pathways at the same time is . . .
Drumroll . . . 

Play!!!! 
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Presentation Notes
1 minute

Explain that brain research has taught us why play is one of the very best ways for young children to learn.



Playing to Learn and Learning to Play

In the next few slides we will explore some ways to play about 
feelings.

Mirror, Mirror - Part One

Find a partner you have not worked with before. 

• Choose who will go first. 

• Using your face only, act out a feeling and your partner will try to 
guess which feeling it is. 

• Switch. 

• Do this 2 times each.

How Does it Feel?
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
5 minutes, 2 minutes per partner (1 for each feeling), then 1 minute for the follow-up discussion. 

Follow up question: What was this like for you? Was it hard to keep your body out of it? Most of communication is non-verbal and our bodies really want to get into the act, don’t they? The next exercise gives them the chance.



Playing to Learn and Learning to Play
Mirror, Mirror - Part Two

Same partners

• This time you can use your face and your body. 

• Act out a feeling neither of you has acted out yet. When your 
partner guesses the feeling, he or she will try to name other 
feeling words that might also be used to describe the feeling 
(or a feeling closely related to it). 

• Do this once per person.

Adapted from Rae Pica, Great Games for Young Children, 2006
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
4 minutes,  2 minutes per partner. Ask if it was hard to come up with other feeling words. Explain that research has found that children benefit in many ways from having a large vocabulary of feeling words.
 
Refer to CSEFEL Handout in the Parent and Caregiver Guide Booklet, p. 2 (Feeling Words). Look at the list and ask parents to think about ways to play the Mirror, Mirror game to teach more of these words to their child(ren).



Playing to Learn and Learning to Play

Other games to play that teach about Feelings

Feeling Freeze Tag 1: Put on music and dance with your family. 
Stop the music and call out a feeling. Everyone needs to freeze in a 
pose that acts out the feeling. Notice all the different poses. Take 
turns calling out feelings.

Feeling Freeze Tag 2: Similar, but instead of calling out a feeling, 
have the dancers act out a feeling when the music stops, and guess 
which feeling each dancer is acting out. 

Adapted from Rae Pica, Great Games for Young Children, 2006

20

Presenter
Presentation Notes
5 minutes to play both versions, 1 minute to describe them. Depending on time and the group, you can play these games or just describe them. Another variation is follow-the-leader with feelings in a group situation. The leader acts out a feeling in the center of a circle and everyone else acts out the same feeling.  Then the group tries to name the feeling. The person who names the feeling first then becomes the new leader. Repeat until everyone has had a turn as leader.



Playing to Learn and Learning to Play

Do you know the song, If You’re Happy and You Know It, Clap Your 
Hands?  Sing it with your child and make up new verses for other 
feelings. Let your child choose the actions for the new words.

For example:

• If you’re angry and you know it, stomp your feet.

• If you’re excited and you know it, jump up and down.

• If you’re sad and you know it, cry a tear - Boo Hoo!

Make up new verses as your child learns new feeling words.     
MA CSEFEL Positive Solutions Training, 4.10.12

Fun with Feelings – Singing 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
4 minutes

If some of your participants don’t know the song, ask for a few volunteers who do to sing it with you. You call out the feeling words and have them decide on the actions that go with the feelings. Try some of the feelings from the Feeling List. Parents can let the child decide on both the feelings and the actions when they play with their child.

If you are offering this workshop for non-English speakers, this activity may not work, but maybe there is a song in that language that could substitute. If not, skip this slide and move on to the next. Or you might see if translating the song and singing it to the original tune could work.



Playing to Learn and Learning to Play
Did you know?

Researchers at Michigan State University found that when 
parents helped their toddlers to understand their feelings, it 
reduced behavioral problems when they were older.

Mind in the Making website - Prescriptions for Learning
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
1 minute

Ask if it surprises the participants that just helping toddlers learn about feelings can have such a big impact on their later lives and behavior. It’s not too late if a child is older. This is still a skill that will help him in many ways as he grows up as we’ll see on the next slide.



Playing to Learn and Learning to Play

Children who know a lot of words for different feelings:

More Reasons to Play and Sing About Feelings

Tolerate 
being 

frustrated 
better

Are 
healthier

Are less 
likely to be 
destructive

Get into 
fewer 
fights

Perform 
better in 
school

Are less 
lonely Are less 

impulsive Are 
more 

focused
MA CSEFEL Positive Solutions Training, 4.10.12
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
2 minutes

Ask for a volunteer to read the bubbles. It’s really true that just knowing about lots of different feelings can make a huge difference in a young child’s life. As we’ve seen, playing and talking about feelings can be fun for children and parents, too




Playing to Learn and Learning to Play

Social skills are key to children’s success in Kindergarten.

Young children learn social skills through play and these skills 
are needed to help them succeed at all other kinds of learning.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
1 minute

When Kindergarten teachers are surveyed, they most often wish that children would enter Kindergarten with better social and emotional skills, like to ability to sit and listen to a story, share, take turns, wait their turn, etc. They realize that children who have these skills as a solid foundation will be ready to support building their learning in reading, writing, math, science, social studies, and other content areas.



Playing to Learn and Learning to Play

• Teaching, playing, and talking about feelings is very important, but it is 
equally important to listen and express acceptance, understanding, and 
concern for your child’s feelings.

• The more you understand and validate their feelings, the less likely 
children are to feel the need to act on them.

• Children need to know that all feelings are OK, but not all ways of 
expressing them are acceptable. 

• It is because children experience having their feelings understood and 
accepted that they can begin to learn about empathy.

Strategies for Raising Caring Kids handout, Collaborative for Educational Services
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
4 minutes

Explain that: Expressing acceptance, understanding, and concern for feelings is also called “validation.” Ask: How do you feel when someone tells you they understand how you feel and that you have every right to feel that way? How do you feel when someone tells you that you shouldn’t be feeling the way you’re feeling? 

Refer participants to the Raising Caring Kids Handout on p. 1 in the Parent and Caregiver Guide. Ask if there are strategies participants haven’t tried yet that they would like to try soon. 



Playing to Learn and Learning to Play

Examples of Validating Children’s Feelings:

“I hear that you really want me to buy that toy and that you will be 
sad if I don’t buy it, but we are not going to buy a toy today. Your 
birthday is coming up. You could choose to put it on your birthday 
list.”

“Are you getting frustrated with that puzzle? I see that the pieces 
aren’t going in very easily. What else could you try?”

“It’s OK to be mad at your sister, but it’s not OK to hit or bite her. 
What else can you think of do with those mad feelings?”
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
4 minutes

Ask for a volunteer to read each example. These examples combine validating children’s feelings with encouraging them to find their own solutions to a problem. Children learn more if adults don’t jump in too quickly to solve problems for them. 

If you think participants need extra help understanding the concept of validating children’s feelings, you could give some examples and ask for suggestions. For example: Chantal is sad because her father left on a trip and won’t be back until the weekend. Jorge got frustrated when Alex kept knocking down his block tower. Samantha is disappointed that her friend, Sasha, can’t come to her birthday party.
.



Playing to Learn and Learning to Play

Ask questions to expand the play while following your child’s lead.

• Leave room for many possible answers and encourage the kind of 
creative thinking that children will need as they grow up in this 
complex and fast-changing world.

Why did you decide to build the barn with red and blue blocks?

instead of 

What color is that block? (only one correct answer)

Talk, talk, talk while you’re playing

Open-ended questions:
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
5 minutes

Open-ended questions often start with “wh”: what, where, why, who, but also how.  Open-ended questions encourage children to think through their answer. They learn more from open-ended questions than by being “quizzed” for the right answer. 

Go over the handout on p. 3 of the Parent and Caregiver Guide, Making Learning Fun Through Play, which covers most of the topics on the next few slides. Give a few more examples of closed questions and ask participants to suggest an alternative open-ended question.




Playing to Learn and Learning to Play

• Who will live in the house you’re building?

• Why do you think the boy decided to follow the giant?

• What do you think the princess is feeling?

• How are you planning to attach the brown triangle to the pink 
one?

• What do you think will happen if you take that block out of the 
tower?

Talk, talk, talk while you’re playing

Reflective Questions…
expand the play and lead your child to think more deeply
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
3 minutes

Part of following the child’s lead is accepting their answers to the questions you ask. If they’re not realistic, that’s OK. Besides having fun, the goal of play is to stimulate your child’s learning, and part of that is learning for himself that his ideas may not always work in the real world. But in play, you need to join your child is his world, which is a world of imagination and many possibilities. A horse can be blue, purple or polka dot. Zoo animals might live with people in a house. A princess might not want to act like a princess is supposed to act.



Playing to Learn and Learning to Play

When you and your child are playing with blocks, trucks and cars

Ask:
• What kinds of buildings do these trucks need?

• Where are people in the car going?

• What will they do there? 

• What do they need to take with them? Food? Clothing? Tools?

• Are they going alone or with others? Who?

• During the day, or at night? Will they go someplace different at

different times of day?
Stephanie Brown and Raquel Rasmussen PowerPoint, Increasing Language Development Through Play

Expanding your child’s play 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
2 minutes, 6 if you provide materials for parents to practice with. During play, your child should be in the driver’s seat and you should be a passenger. The child learns more by directing the play – kind of like being the director of a movie - than she does when an adult makes the play decisions. Don’t be a back seat driver – trust your child to take the play in any direction he wants to. Just going along for the ride - and the fun - is one of the best ways to help your child learn.

If you have blocks and/or cars and trucks available, you might consider pairing parents up to play with them. One parent is the child, the other the parent, then reverse roles. Encourage them to practice expanding the play, but also trying to follow the child’s lead as much as possible. Refer to the Making Learning Fun handout for the list of materials that provide open-ended play opportunities.



Playing to Learn and Learning to Play

Pretend play scenario choices:  

• firefighter is getting ready to go to a fire

• dancer is getting ready to go on stage

• teacher in a classroom

• puppy is lost in the woods

Other play choices:  car and truck play, doll or stuffed 
animal play, playing with a ball

Play Activity 
Practice expanding the play
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
6 minutes, 3 minutes per partner 

Work in pairs. Choose one of the four scenarios or use one from a recent play interaction with your child. Some parents may not be comfortable with pretend play role playing. This might be a cultural or personal preference. If you can provide materials for the other types of play, it will help these parents be able to participate more comfortably. One person is the child playing. One person is the parent whose goal is to follow the child’s lead and have a rich conversation about the play while helping the child expand the play through asking open-ended questions and reflective questions that make her think more deeply. Look for opportunities to identify and talk about feelings, too. Then switch roles.
Refer to the Handout, Making Learning Fun, on p. 3 in the Parent and Caregiver Guide for more tips.  



Playing to Learn and Learning to Play

• What questions or comments were made that were most 
successful in expanding the play and creating rich 
conversations?

• What was the child learning?

• What did you learn as the parent?

Discussion questions after the 
practice play activity
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
4 minutes

Discuss in the whole group, or if you think it will work better for your group, have the partners discuss the questions in pairs, then share highlights with the whole group.



Playing to Learn and Learning to Play

The most important part of playing with your children is:

Having Fun !
Laugh, Be silly, Be creative, Be playful

And know that all that fun is adding up to rich learning 
experiences that will build the skills your children will need 

for success in school and in life.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
2 minutes

Encourage participants to look at the handouts, Social-emotional Learning Guide for Families and Approaches to Play and Learning Guide for Families  on pages 4-8 of the Parent and Caregiver Guide for more ideas about how to support their children’s learning and growth. 

You could also supplement the workshop by sharing the Family Friendly SEL and APL Standards one at a time in a parent newsletter, or by posting them on a bulletin board accompanied by engaging photos of parents playing with children.



Playing to Learn and Learning to Play

A big thank you for your participation in this 
workshop, especially for your willingness to take 

risks, ask questions, participate in activities, and for 
being open to learn more about playing with your 

children.

Please remember to fill out your evaluation form before 
you leave, then head home to play with your kids.
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Presentation Notes
1 minute



Collaborative for Educational Services
Early Childhood Programs
97 Hawley Street, Northampton MA 01060
earlychildhood@collaborative.org
413.586.4900—Option 3

PRESENTER:

Name: Corky Klimczak
Project Coordinator
CES Early Childhood Department
Email: cklimczak@collaborative.org
Phone: 413-588-5565
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