
ISU believes in the power of play as being an essential ingredient 
for social, emotional, cognitive, creative and linguistic development. 
Below we have laid out substantive research supporting our belief. We 
can’t wait to see your child grow and develop.

Reasoning and Research
“Real play is the freedom for children to engage with and learn 

from the world that surrounds them. By mentally and physically 
connecting children to the world, play empowers them to create and 
grow for the rest of their lives. It is a fundamental right for all children... 
play is vital to a child’s development, equipping them with the skills 
necessary to tackle humanity’s future, such as emotional intelligence, 
creativity and problem solving. To be a superhero is to lead; to host a 
teddy for tea is to organise; to build a fort is to innovate: to play is to 
learn1.”

Biological importance of play and well-being
Over the past few decades, school days have become longer, while 

the time and space available for children to play (both within and outside 
of school hours) have declined. Based on his own and others' research, 
Dr. Peter Gray has revealed a strong relationship between the decline of 
play opportunities for children in the USA over the last half century and 
an alarming increase in child psychopathology. Various studies have 
shown that animals and humans who have limited play experience when 
they are young demonstrate often severe anti-social behaviour as adults2. 
Richard Louv’s studies have linked the lack of outdoor play to some of 
the most disturbing childhood trends, such as the rises in obesity, 
attention disorders, and depression3. Bornstein reviewed evidence of 
pretend play and the relationships between the complexity of this type of 
play and children’s emotional well-being4. At ISU we ensure that we 
honour children’s rights to: unstructured, child-initiated play; 
opportunities to play and learn outside; opportunities to learn through 
imaginative, expressive play; and participation in individual and social 
physical play. 

Cognitive development 
Bruner revealed that as more complex animals evolved, the length 

of biological immaturity increased, facilitating an increase in learning and 
in the amount of different types of play - physical play in mammals, play 
involving objects in primates and symbolic play in humans5.  Marcon 
found that playful learning in pre- schools in the USA was associated 
with better short and long-term academic, motivational and well-being 
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outcomes by the end of junior 
school3. Darling-Hammond & 
Snyder, in a study of 50 ‘play-
based kindergartens’ and 50 
‘academic-based early learning 
centres’ in Germany, found 
that by Grade 4 the children 
from the former were more 
advanced in reading, maths 
and social/emotional skills6. A 
number of studies have 
proven that children are able 
to perform tasks in play at 
significantly higher levels than 
in non-playful contexts (e.g. a 
study of 3-7-year-old children 
‘standing sentry’ by 
Manuilenko)7. Diamond, 
Barnett, Thomas & Munro 
found that children attending 
pre-schools using a play-based 
curriculum have higher self-
regulatory abilities than 
children attending regular, instruction-based pre-schools8. Vygotsky declared that when children’s play is 
spontaneous, child-initiated and self-controlled, they set themselves appropriate challenges, and so create 
their own ‘zone of proximal development’ within which learning is most powerfully enhanced9.
Learning and Teaching

At ISU we ensure that our inquiries utilise play-based learning as a powerful strategy for 
sustaining motivation for learning, understanding concepts, and development of skills, including: problem 
solving, creativity, language, executive functioning and social skills. Examples include: expressive play, such 
as exploring paint; manipulating objects and tools, such as counters, tinkering stations and lego; use of 
symbolic play to develop imagination and creativity; drama, for example taking on the role of an 
archeologist or exploring moral values through role-play; and playing games with rules such as chess.

You are encouraged to play with your child at home too. Studies show that families to who have 
fun and play together are happier and more relaxed10. Remember that play is not just for children. 
Workplaces are beginning to follow companies such as google in creating breakout zones and gaming 
areas, where staff can chill out, chat, and stimulate their creative juices. Classes are also being offered to 
employees that equip staff with creative skills, such as languages, drawing, and learning musical 
instruments11.

Through all this, we want to assure you we care. We want every child to be academically prepared 
without sacrificing their childhood. Curiosity, inquiry, discovery, exploration, exercise, stimulation, 
relaxation, socializing, creativity, and all the in-betweens that result from play is paramount to your child’s 
success in life, and we want to enable that to happen. 

Partnership
We would love to meet with you in person to discuss our beliefs about learning. Please reach out 

to us and schedule a meeting or phone call. You may find it helpful to consider the following reflective 
questions.

WHY Sheets by https://www.isu.ac.ug/ is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.
Based on a work at https://www.humanrestorationproject.org/.

https://www.isu.ac.ug/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://www.humanrestorationproject.org/
https://www.isu.ac.ug/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://www.humanrestorationproject.org/

