
What? Play with 30 infants in my 
classroom? How will I organise it so 
that total chaos won’t reign? What will 
their parents think? Or maybe you are 
worried that if they play all day instead 
of working they won’t be learning? 
In many respects play is a child’s 
work, and if you take it seriously, then 
children and their parents will also 
value it.

As teachers we don’t need convincing 
of the value of play in early childhood 
education. Play is the cornerstone of 
early learning and is a child’s right 
under the United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (1992). 
The Primary School Curriculum and 
the Framework for Early Learning 
(soon to be completed) both highlight 
play as a natural way for children to 
learn. In addition to this, as part of 
the Framework for Early Learning, the 
NCCA commissioned a background 
paper on Play as a context for early 
learning and development. This paper, 
which is available to download from 
www.ncca.ie/publications, highlights 
the critical importance of play, both 
indoors and outdoors, for children’s 
holistic development. The paper also 
cites children’s views on the subject. 
When asked about play, children talk 
about the importance of having fun, 
being with friends, freely choosing 
activities, playing with open-ended 
materials and being outdoors.

As a teacher you have a very important 
role to play in supporting and 
extending children’s learning through 
play. Remember:

Play and first-hand experiences 
are important for children’s  
well-being.

f

Play helps children to make 
connections and to make sense of 
their experiences and their world. 
Through play, children build on 
and extend at school what they 
have learned at home, at their 
childminder’s and/or early years 
setting.
Relationships and language are 
key components of play. 
What children learn is connected 
to where, how and with whom they 
learn. Play in classrooms varies 
depending on the environment, 
the children, their families, their 
social and cultural background 
and on you – their teacher. Your 
attitudes, beliefs and teaching 
styles influence children and  
their play.

f

f

f

f

Children need to experience a 
variety of different types of play 
in order to develop to their full 
potential. We provide some ideas 
on the different types of play later 
in the article.
Having a mix of adult-initiated 
and child-initiated play activities 
is important; being able to choose 
and initiate activities through free 
play is important.
Children need to play as individuals, 
in pairs, in small groups and 
occasionally in a large group.

This article provides suggestions 
for organising your classroom and 
for shaping learning activities and 
experiences so that you can capitalise 
on children’s love of and need for play.

f

f

f

Let’s play
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Learning through play

A new school year, and a sea of new faces in front of 
you as junior infants set out on their big adventure. 
New places bring exciting experiences for these 
small school-goers. Sometimes these experiences 
are strange and daunting but they don’t need to be. 
As infant teachers, one thing we know about 4, 5 and 
6 year olds is that they love to play. And what better 
way to support their learning than through play? 

As a teacher 
you have a very 
important role to 
play in supporting 
and extending 
children’s learning 
through play...

>

http://www.ncca.ie/publications
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, f
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 m
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 p
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 m
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 p
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Making play part of  your 
daily routines and activities

Play, especially with larger groups of 
children or in a multi-class situation, 
requires careful organisation. Below are 
some practical ideas which might help.

If space is tight, divide the children 
into small groups. Have only one 
group painting or playing with the 
sand/water at a time. Rotate activities 
on a daily/weekly/fortnightly basis. 
Make the most of all the pairs of 
hands that are available to you 
– parents, people on work experience, 
transition year students. Extra help 
really extends play opportunities.
Divide your room into interest areas 
or corners for example messy/art/
junk area, pretend area, quiet/library 
area, music and movement area, 
construction area. Boundaries can be 
set by using low shelves or dividers. 
Label areas with photos and, if 
possible, written signs in the languages 
of all the children in the class.
Add new and interesting equipment/
materials regularly. This doesn’t have 
to be costly. Rolls of wall paper are 
great for painting! Recycle household 
items for the pretend area – a broken 
hairdryer with the lead cut off, a real 
measuring tape, an old tea or coffee 
pot. Buy some baby clothes from the 
charity shop. Think safety! Check for 
rough or pointed edges and loose 
parts or buttons.
Children need to play indoors and 
outdoors. Why not move some 
activities outside? What about painting 
outdoors or creating an outdoor café 
for role-play? Most of the things you 
do inside can also be done outside 
(even in cold weather) - P.E., group 
art projects, playing with the sand, 
developing an infants’ garden, 
searching for mini beasts. More space 
means more fun.
Make tidying-up after play easier for 
everyone by always storing things in the 
same place, in areas that are accessible 
to the children. Use storage boxes and 
baskets, and clearly label with pictures 
and words (again in the languages of 
all the children). Make tidying-up part 
of the learning experience by singing a 
tidy-up song or by counting the boxes 
that are being filled. 

The tables on the right outline some of 
the types of play children enjoy, along with 
ideas for organising activities.
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 p
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