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Abstract  
Background: The nature of play is basic to human behavior, and it has an important role to play 

in the acquisition of knowledge by young children. As the recent literature reviews show, the value 

of play-based learning is widely discussed and supported, but there are many issues with its 

incorporation into the framework of the early childhood education. The present dissertation 

examines the effects of play based learning on the children’s cognitive, social and emotiona l 

development. 

Aims and Purpose: The purpose of the study is to systematically review the literature on play-

based learning, define its advantages and difficulties, as well as give recommendations based on 

its findings. 

Method: Qualitative methodology is used, and the study employs a thematic analysis of the 

articles and papers available in the public domain. 

Results: The findings show the benefits of play-based learning towards the cognitive, social, and 

emotional development of the learners. Play makes development of the brain, interactive abilit ies, 

and self-control in children and young people. However, some of the issues that are likely to affect 

the achievement of these objectives include inadequate training of teachers, lack of resources, and 

the culture of examinations. 

Conclusion: According to the recommendations made in the dissertation, it is necessary to use 

various strategies to promote play based learning. This involves calling for an increased focus on 

play, funding for teacher education, funding and resources for play, and for teachers to become 

advocates of play-based learning. The study focuses on the possible change which play brings into 

learning and encourages the use of play as a medium in early childhood learning.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Chapter Overview 

This chapter provides the background for a detailed discussion of the importance of play as an 

approach that fosters young children's development. This way, it becomes the starting frame of 

reference to the dissertation, as it gives a rationale, course of action, and scope for the subsequent 

study. The aim of writing this chapter is to provide the background and rationale for undertaking 

an empirical exploration of the effects of play on the learning and development of children in the 

context of formal early childhood education and care settings because there has been increasing 

scientific evidence about the value of play for children’s learning and development alongside the 

lack of discrepancy between research and practice observed in the scholarly literature. 

1.2 Background of the Topic 

As much as culture can shape and influence it, play is one of the few, if not the only basic activity 

that is common to all mankind (Haviland et al., 2017). From the child’s simple giggle to the 

sophisticated methodologies involved in rivalry, competition embraces cognizance, innovation, 

and relationship (Woodhead, 2015). Thus, mainly with the help of play, we learn more about 

ourselves and with the help of experimenting we improve ourselves and change the world, which, 

in general, contributes to the development of our species (Slutsky and DeShetler, 2017). 

According to Rink (2017), in the sphere of education, play has traditionally been regarded as one 

of the essential elements. Even due to its nature, which is to foster active and joyful learning by 

the children, the play offers a good basis for cultivating the thinking abilities and problem-solving 

skills as well as the socio-emotional abilities of the children (Richerson et al., 2016). However, the 

use of play has been consigned to the background in modern learning institutions due to what is 

referred to as standardised learning and achievement (Pellis et al., 2019). The poor attention to it 

has created research work that aims at revealing the numerous advantages that are associated with 

play in education, rallying for the adoption of play activities in the classroom irrespective of age  

(Resnick, M., 2017). 
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1.3 Problem Statement 

Although there is significant evidence proving the effectiveness of play in enhancing childre n’s 

learning and developmental processes, many early learning contexts face numerous challenges in 

implementing play as central to their practices. This separation between the infant pedagogy 

research and the enactment of a play-based curriculum causes major issues, which may negative ly 

impact the nature of the development of young children (Whitebread et al., 2017). There is still a 

considerable scope to extend the existing knowledge base by using structuralist analysis to identify 

play-based learning’s practical implications and possibilities within authentic educational 

contexts. 

1.4 Significance of Research 

The purpose of this dissertation is to propose a connection between practical and theoretical 

aspects and contributions of play-based learning for young children. Thus, the goal of the study is 

to shed more light on the opportunities for the child’s comprehensive cognitive, social, and 

emotional development through analysing the results of recent findings on the impact of play. The 

dissertation will also discuss the implementation process of play-based learning about the kinds of 

difficulties and possibilities that teachers face in integrating play into learning environments. 

Consequently, the research will be valuable to the existing literature by presenting a rich 

description of creative learning in the context of play-based practices. Instead, based on the 

quantitative database from a large-scale, longitudinal study, the research will investigate the 

particular difficulties and possibilities, the approaches used, and the supporting and hindering 

factors that educators found when promoting play-based education (Smaldino et al., 2019). It 

comes with a more realistic perspective of the process of implementing play in the learning context 

of early childhood and reasonable strategies that may be helpful in practice. 

In addition, the study seeks to come up with policy-related and advocacy-related recommendations 

to facilitate the implementation of play-based learning. The results will draw the focus on the 

necessity of professional development of educators, the availability and use of resources and 

materials to support play, and the changes in policies recognising the play-promoting approach to 

learning throughout the early years of education (Slutsky and DeShetler, 2017). The research 

implies that it tries to support the argument that the process of learning for young children has to 
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be rendered developmentally appropriate and play-based to offer every child a chance to benefit 

from the reproductive power of play. 

1.5 Aims and Objectives 

This study aims to attain the following objectives through the analysis of existing data from the 

research on the impact of a play-based intervention program:  

 “To determine the specific ‘cognitive, social, and emotional outcomes for young learners who 

engage in play-based learning. 

 “To identify the problems and prospects of play-based learning and its usage in a realistic 

context of school environment.” 

 “To establish practice recommendations for policymakers and educators to effective ly 

integrate play-based learning in the area of early childhood education.” 

1.6 Research Question 

The following are the research questions that are addressed in this study:  

RQ1: “How does play-based learning benefit the cognitive, social, and emotional abilities of 

young learners in educational settings?” 

RQ2: “What are the problems and challenges of play-based learning and its usage in a realistic 

context of a school environment?” 

RQ3: “What recommendations can be developed based on the study data that policymakers and 

educators can use to ensure quality implementation of play-based learning in early childhood 

education programs?” 

1.7 Research Scope 

In this dissertation, interest will be on the effects of play-based learning in structured learning 

environments of early childhood education and childcare. The study will focus more on archival 

data that was gathered from a large-scale, longitudinal, and systematic study that was conducted 

to establish the impact of play-based intervention programs. This data will be essential in 

understanding real-life educational applications of play-based learning. Therefore, the research 

interest of this study seeks to investigate the role of play in enhancing younger learners’ cognitive, 

social, and emotional development for those in these types of centers. 
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Moreover, the challenges and possibilities of employing play-based learning in formal childcare 

educational contexts shall be discussed in the research. This will entail studying the antecedent 

conditions that promote or challenge effective implementation. In conclusion, the research’s goal 

is to provide policymakers and educators with specific measures that can be taken to facilitate 

early childhood education based on the principles of play. This includes identifying changes that 

can be made to policy, professional development that can be pursued, or resources that are 

available for the enhancement of play-based learning. 

1.8 Structure of the Dissertation 

 

Figure 1: Dissertation Structure  

Source: (Own Illustration) 

Based on the aforementioned aims and objectives of the study, this dissertation is organised 

systematically and logically for the benefit of a profundity analysis of the research theme. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 

2.1 Chapter Overview 

The literature review of this chapter is focused on revealing the impact of play-based learning on 

children’s development. It includes the literature review on the theoretical and empirical support 

of play’s importance in cognitive, social, and emotional development. In addition, the chapter 

explores the issues concerning the enactment of play-based learning in real-life settings of early 

childhood education. The present systematic review of the literature presents the sundry research 

questions for this study before giving context to the data analysis and/or prescribing of results in 

the follow-up chapters. 

2.2 Cognitive Development 

The studies on play about the cognitive development of children have been a core area of 

discussion in educational research. Several research has indicated a clear relationship between play 

and increased intellectual abilities, especially among young children (Cowan, 2014). This section 

offers a synthesis of the findings and theorisations that can be made concerning this link. 

2.2.1 Cognitive Processes 

Bidzan-Bluma and Lipowska (2018) stated that play helps the young child to work out and hone 

the executive functions that relate to problem-solving, critical thought, imagination, and decision-

making. According to the findings of various researchers, play especially gesture play helps a child 

learn very abstract ideas and provides experimental attempts and thinking options (Bidzan-Bluma 

and Lipowska, 2018; Van et al., 2015). By so doing, they get to achieve and even boost their 

cognition in ways that are natural and fun more so since play acts as an important facet in child 

development particularly concerning their intellect (Leisman, Moustafa and Shafir, 2016). 

2.2.2 Language Development 

According to Allee-Herndon et al. (2022), Play-based environment presents a platform through 

which children can learn as well as hone their language skills. Communicative play also helps the 

child acquire language, learn how to tell stories and even increase his/her word power (Dannie ls 

and Pyle, 2023). Play scripts define who will do what in a certain play; protests are solved by 

spoken words, and strategies for the play are discussed with words, therefore play facilitates 
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language development (McLeod, Hardy and Kaiser, 2017; Cheep-Aranai and Wasanasomsithi, 

2016;). 

2.2.3 Early Literacy 

As has been found out by some studies, play is found to have an impressive role to play in early 

literacy. Pyle Poliszczuk and Danniels (2018) reported that getting children involved in writing, 

telling, and/or manipulating symbols in play results in the children developing phonologica l 

awareness, print awareness, and early literacy skills. However, Wohlwend (2023) stated that play 

produces a context of learning where children can manipulate letters and or sounds, which in the 

later stage facilitates reading and writing. 

2.2.4 Mathematical Thinking 

It has been argued by Esmaili et al. (2017), that there are also fun activities that promote the 

development of the mathematical domains. Number, quantity, spatial, and measurement 

knowledge is learned through play, such as using the block, puzzles toys, etc. (Miller, 2018; Petrou 

and Panaoura, 2022). On the other hand, authors like Chigeza and Sorin (2016) agree that play 

contributes to the consideration of children to master the aspects of mathematics so that they can 

build up an understanding of these fundamental skills. 

2.2.5 Executive Function 

As per the research conducted by Fleer et al. (2017), self-regulated learning through play-based 

activities may positively develop the EF abilities required of students' planning, and flexibility in 

thinking. In particular, play helps children to learn when to exert themselves and when to stop, 

when to be angry or joyful, and how to observe the change in the play situation (Vidal Carulla et 

al., 2021; Shafaroodi et al., 2017; Shaheen, 2014). These skills are critical in the learning process 

and development of the child's holistic brain capacity (Allee et al., 2023). 
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2.3 Social and Emotional Development 

Play is the children’s primary way of relating to others, learning about social expectations, and 

integrating affective and regulatory skills (Peaslee, 2022). This section focuses on the research 

findings on how play supports these aspects in the growth of children. 

2.3.1 Social Skills 

The investigation of Aksoy and Baran (2020), has shown the results that fighting techniques enable 

the child to learn social competencies like bargaining, sharing, compromising, and turn-taking. 

Whereas, as per the study by Wilkes-Gillan et al. (2016), while at play, the children discern social 

signals, respect other’s feelings, and build goodwill with other children. Such occurrences are 

instrumental in the building of social skills and interactions with other individuals (Fesseha and 

Pyle, 2016; Stagnitti et al., 2016). 

2.3.2 Emotional Regulation 

Consequently, play enables the children to unleash their feelings as well as the various feelings in 

them in a healthy manner. Besides, researchers like Pyle et al. (2022) have agreed that imaginary 

play can help facilitate an understanding of how to cope with one’s self when the actual event or 

a situation happens to them, which in turn helps children manage their reactions (Richard et al., 

2021). This aspect of play therefore assists a child to be emotionally strong and have self-control 

(Stephens, 2022). 

2.3.3 Self-Esteem and Confidence 

The critical review of the researchers Stevens-Smith and Stegelin (2015), has revealed that among 

the benefits of advances in play-based pedagogy, children’s self-esteem and confidence can be 

seen to be enhanced by play-based learning, specifically, through a focus on self-express ion, 

independence, and success (Diaz-Varela and Wright, 2019). Meanwhile, Kim (2018) stated that if 

children can succeed in play activities, they will feel happy and become confident to take other 

activities.  

2.3.4 Empathy and Pro-social Behavior 

The opinion of the author Ryder (2023) has shown that play brings out empathy and pro-social 

development due to the ability to focus on specific roles and characters in practice, changing roles 

and approaches, and perceiving individual as well as group feelings. In contrast, the opinions of 
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researchers like Ata and Macun (2022), demonstrate that Children acquire attitudes, values, and 

knowledge here so that they value what their colleagues value and are in a position to share or 

even help. 

2.3.5 Social Identity and Belonging 

Nolan and Paatsch (2018) stated that children get valued and accepted membership by their age 

mates and in the larger community through play. Many researchers agree that play enables the 

child to learn about herself and her place in the world, that is her role and place in society and the 

formation of the social self (Güneş, 2023; Arndt, 2020; Colliles, 2020; Koivula and Hännikäinen, 

2017). 

2.4 Challenges and Opportunities in Implementing Play-Based 

Learning 

As several studies found the positive impact of play-based learning, there are still issues that 

hamper the successful integration of play in learning among young children in early childhood 

education settings (Khalil et al., 2022; Heang et al., 2021; Pyle, Poliszczuk and Danniels, 2018). 

This section considers the main challenges and possibilities for play in the context of babies’ 

development.  

2.4.1 Inadequate Support and Understanding  

As per the study carried out by Mupa and Chinooneka (2015), inadequate awareness regarding 

play from educators, administrators, and policymakers can greatly constrain its employment in 

curriculums. Consequently, Fesseha and Pyle (2016) believed that there is also a need to spread 

the word about the extant literature about play and the need to have professional development for 

teachers. 

2.4.2 Time Constraints and Pressure for Standardised Testing 

Considerable emphasis on the testing and curricular standards reduces the amount of time and 

attention that can be given to structured play opportunities (Medellin, 2015). Jay and Knaus (2018) 

reported that teachers have to implement play into the current systems of instruction and promote 

different forms of learning assessments so that they do not solely base their teaching approaches 

on the outcomes of standard assessments (Whitlock, Eivers and Walker, 2023). 
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2.4.3 Lack of Resources and Materials 

With respect to the study done by Onditi et al. (2018), lack of or poor quality toys, materials, and 

or space may restrict the types of play and the learning experiences offered to young learners. On 

the other hand, Teachers should have appropriate resources for creative and imaginative play and 

also, specific play areas, as per Wagner, (2024). 

2.4.4 Concerns about Safety and Supervision 

It said anxieties over safety and supervision can all result in the play environments of children 

being too highly organized or even oppressive (Bernhard and Camins, 2023). Besides, authors 

such as Bubikova-Moan, Næss Hjetland and Wollscheid (2019) have agreed that teachers give and 

take to understand the possibility of offering protected and monitored spaces and at the same time 

offer the children the chance to learn through risk-taking. 

2.5 Theoretical Framework 

The literature reviewed gives a good background of the constructivist theory to support play-based 

learning. The following are the principle theories underpinning this approach: 

2.5.1 Cognitive Development Theories 

The Piagetian theory on play and cognitive development milestones 

According to Babakr, Mohamedamin and Kakamad (2019), Jean Piaget stressed the significance 

of play in the cognitive development of a child, as well as the fact that children learn best through 

playing and experimenting. He articulated various levels of cognitive development through which 

play is utilized in the learning process (Sevinç, 2019; Kazi and Galanaki, 2019). 

Vygotsky's Social Constructivism 

As per the review of Amineh and Asl (2015), Lev Vygotsky stated that the cognitive development 

of children is influenced by interactions with other people. He suggested that play is a ZPD, which 

is a space where children can learn new things that they cannot learn on their own, but with the 

help of more capable peers or adults (Vygotsky and Cole, 2018; Kim, 2014). 
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2.5.2 Information Processing Theory 

Dodge (2014) stated that this theory is based on the child’s cognitive development, explaining that 

play increases attention, memory, and problem-solving because it involves the organization of 

information that the child must process (Clore, Schwarz and Conway, 2014; Kriegeskorte, 2015). 

2.5.3 Social Learning Theory 

Albert Bandura Sr.’s theory is prevalent in modeling and vicarious learning. (Akers and Jennings, 

2015). As per Kendal et al. (2018), there is a play that enables the child to watch and learn modes 

of behaving socially, by observing how individuals in society behave and the pattern in which they 

behave. 

2.5.4 Play Theory 

Theories of play are those concepts of play and come with other theories such as the “surplus 

energy” theory and “recapitulation” theory, giving an explanation of the reasons as well as the 

importance of play (Cabrera, Volling and Barr, 2018; Tremblay et al., 2015; Eberle, 2014). They 

post that play is an inherent behavior among children as it enables them to learn and conduct 

experiments (Lever, 2020). 

2.6 Gap in the Research 

Despite an extensive body of literature endorsing play-based learning, the empirical literature 

review indicates that there are still huge research gaps regarding the use of play-based learning in 

different contexts of education. Previous literature opens a rather vast field concerning the benefits 

of play-based learning but the problem with a lack of exploration of real-life barriers to applying 

this concept in practice. 

2.6.1 Findings on the Outcome of Various Aspects of Play Therapy in Various 

Environments 

Despite evidence supporting play, more study on the nature of how diverse types of play-based 

intervention could address young children’s learning needs is necessary for identifying specifics 

of optimizing the approaches in various types of early childhood learning environments, includ ing 

preschools, daycare, or home-based programs (Sailer et al., 2017; Pyle, et al., 2020). 
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2.6.2 Specific Factors Contributing to Successful Implementation 

According to Sydon and Phuntsho (2021), one has to distinguish variables that are crucial for the 

long-term effectiveness of play-based learning, as well as the training requirements for teachers, 

available classroom tools, and the parents’ support. 

2.6.3 Long-Term Impact of Play-Based Learning 

Consequently, there is a need to continue conducting more studies to grasp the impact of play-

based learning on children’s achievements, social-emotional development, and general well-being 

since there are only positive effects seen in the short-term effects (Beuilby, 2023; Pyle, DeLuca 

and Danniels, 2017). 

2.7 Summary of Chapter 

This chapter has offered a synthesis of research findings about the effect of play in the learning 

environment on young children’s development. Hence, the evidence discussed above clearly points 

to the importance of play to cognitive, social, as well as emotional development. The chapter has 

also outlined some of the implementation issues and possibilities concerning the use of play in 

early childhood education contexts. The specifics of the research methodology used in this study 

shall be discussed in detail in the next chapter including features of the research design, approaches 

to data collection, and approaches to data analysis in the study of the research questions. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology  
 

3.1 Chapter Overview 

This chapter provides a background to the research paradigm and describes the method used in 

this dissertation, which is the analysis of secondary data, to examine play-based learning and its 

effects on young children’s development. Following the research onion framework, this chapter 

discusses the research philosophy, approach, design, strategies, selected method, inclusion and 

exclusion criteria, keywords, databases, data analysis, and time horizon. 

The Research Onion model is found by Lewis, Thornhill, and Saunders (Orth and Maçada, 2021). 

It constitutes processes of writing research methodology in different stages. This has been named 

as the Research because it has various layers as an onion and each layer is incorporated in another 

one (Melnikovas, 2018). Applying this model helps in developing a clear-cut approach that forms 

the structure of the methodology (Abdelhakim, 2021). 

 

Figure 2: Research Onion 

Source: (Orth and Maçada, 2021) 
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3.2 Research Philosophy 

Research philosophy could therefore be defined as the worldview held by the researcher based on 

the perceptions of how knowledge is produced (Mardiana, 2020). Based on the source, 

development, and nature, the research philosophies include Realism, Positivism, Interpretivism, 

and Pragmatism (Bianchi, 2021). However, this particular research uses an interpretivist paradigm. 

Interpretivism is focused on the individual and contextual approaches to addressing the intricac ies 

of people’s actions. Interpretive research is used as it corresponds to the goal of analysing the 

subtle impacts of play within different learning environments (Iovino and Tsitsianis, 2020). 

Compared to positivism, interpretivism is superior in that investigating certain educational 

contexts and learners’ situations may be conducted more thoroughly (Al-Ababneh, 2020).  

3.3 Research Approach 

The research approach refers to the systematic strategy or development program with broad and 

specific assumptions and also the general and detailed methodologies of the investigations which 

help in the data gathering, analysis, and interpretation (Zolfagharian et al., 2019). The research 

approaches are mainly of two types, namely Inductive Approach and Deductive Approach. The 

major difference between these two types of approaches is that deductive reasoning tests a current 

theory, while inductive reasoning generates a new theory (Carins, Rundle-Thiele and Fidock, 

2016). Also, the deductive approach starts at the top and goes further down to the specific and 

local level. While the deductive approach moves from generalisation to specific observation, the 

inductive is the reverse manner (Sinha, Clarke and Farquharson, 2018). 

The type of study being conducted in this research is deductive. The deductive approach is 

appropriate to use because the research goal is to build upon the existing theories and prior research 

outcomes about play-based learning and analyse them against the data gathered from secondary 

sources (Alase, 2017). An inductive approach in which theories are developed is less suitable 

because the main aim is to verify the previously gained knowledge (Johnston, 2014). 

3.4 Research Design  

 Research design is viewed as the selection of research approaches and methods to be adopted in 

the accomplishment of the study by scholars for carrying out research. It allows refinement of the 

research methods suitable for the subject matter (Asenahabi, 2019). The wider analysis of research 
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design consists of qualitative and quantitative (Iovino and Tsitsianis, 2020). Thus, the qualitat ive 

research design establishes the correlation between observations made and the data that is collected 

based on mathematical computations (Wright et al., 2016). Contrarily, the quantitative research 

design is suitable for cases where the researcher is interested in comparing some sort of metric 

across different pre-defined groups wherein statistical discoveries that enable the formation of 

useful conclusions are critical (Dannels, 2018). 

This research has been carried out using qualitative research design since it offers better featur es 

for gathering data on the pros of using and implementing play in the education process for the 

children’s intellectual, social, and emotional development. However, the kinds of research design 

are a little more categorized into the following; descriptive, experimental, correlational, diagnostic, 

and explanatory research (Grossoehme, 2014).  

This study has undertaken explanatory research as it helps improve the level of comprehension of 

some of the concrete ‘cognitive, social, and emotional benefits that children derive from play-

based learning models Furthermore, regarding the design, it is appropriate for this study as it is 

considered to be more effective and efficient compared to the category of research known as 

experimental research design (Al-Ababneh, 2020). 

3.5 Research Strategy 

A Research strategy gives a general guide on the conduct of the research while at the same time 

incorporating the process through which the study is carried out (Muzari, Shava and Shonhiwa, 

2022). In the context of outlining and designing a research, the importance of the study does not 

rest on the number though its strength is determined by research strategy (Grossoehme, 2014). 

Also, the research strategy helps in eliminating the unsuitable method attributed to the process of 

collecting and sorting the data for the given study. Varieties of research techniques are used such 

as case studies, grounded theory, experiments, surveys, ethnography, archival, and action research 

(Santos, Tureta and Felix, 2020). 

The following study has opted Archival research strategy because it is less destructive in terms of 

the number of samples required for the study. Also, it is less complicated and expensive to execute 

than the surveys and experiments in providing the same information (Carins, Rundle-Thiele and 

Fidock, 2016). 
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3.6 Choice of Method 

 Depending on the direction of the study, an emphasis can be based on a certain approach that has 

several varieties; these include the mono-method, the multi-method, and the mixed-method (Lê 

and Schmid, 2019). The mono-method approach entails carrying out research through only a single 

data collection technique, while the mixed research method entails implementing two or more 

methods of data collection usually the qualitative and quantitative approaches (Patton et al., 2017). 

On the other hand, Multi-method involves the use of several methods such as the difference 

between the qualitative and quantitative research methods (Iovino and Tsitsianis, 2020).  

This study employs only the qualitative research method to assess the stated hypotheses and 

research question. This choice is justified since single-method research is easier to carry out and 

time-saving than carrying out both mixed and multiple-method research (Merriam and Tisdell, 

2015). This is especially beneficial given that the study is exploratory and does not require 

calculations based on quantitative data collected; play-based learning’s influence on the 

development of young children is a perfect example of an exploratory research topic (Sinha, Clarke 

and Farquharson, 2018). Hence, this approach ensures that the study offers a broad perspective of 

the subject area as desired by the objectives of the study (Anderson, 2017). 

3.7 Data Collection 

It is likely to use numerous data collection techniques that could be modified in some way, for 

example, interviews, observation, and questionnaires (L. Haven and Van Grootel, 2019). The 

research question in this study is answered by employing a qualitative method, and secondary data 

is collected in the form of reports, journal articles, books, and websites. Secondary data collection 

is chosen because it time effective as well as cost-effective when compared to other methods 

(Iovino and Tsitsianis, 2020). 
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3.7.1 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Table 1: Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria 

Studies focusing on early childhood education 

and play-based learning 

Studies not focusing on early childhood 

education and play-based learning 

Research addressing the cognitive, social, and 

emotional development of the children  

Research not addressing the cognitive, social, 

and emotional development of children 

Papers published within the last 10 years  Papers older than 10 years 

Studies published in the English language Studies not published in the English language 

Peer-reviewed articles Non-peer-reviewed articles 

Research including at least 2 keywords Research including no keywords 

Source: (Own Illustration) 
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Figure 3: PRISMA 

Source: (Own Illustration) 

3.7.2 Search Terms 

Keywords are individual terms that are used in searching for relevant studies in the databases  

(Maher and Dertadian, 2018). The search terms used for this research include: “play-based 

learning”, “education in early childhood,” “cognitive development,” “social,” “emotional,” and 

“academic achievement.” 

3.7.3 Databases 

Databases are collections of data or records which can be used as storage places for information. 

The databases that were employed are Google Scholar, PubMed, ERIC, and PsycINFO. 
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These databases are selected because they accommodate vast quantities of academic and peer-

reviewed articles, any research obtained would be of quality and relevance. Other databases may 

have fewer academic resources of the same type and variety (Aspers and Corte, 2019). 

3.8 Data analysis 

Data analysis is a structured process that entails the use of statistical and logical tools to make 

descriptions, summaries, and comparisons of data (Ravindran, 2019). In this study, thematic 

analysis is used for analyzing the data obtained since it is suitable for pattern identificat ion, 

analysis, and reporting of qualitative data (Castleberry and Nolen, 2018). For this, it is possible to 

distinguish the themes and sub-themes covered by the research on the utilitarian value of play-

based learning. Other techniques were unable to be used such as statistical analysis because the 

data is qualitative in nature (Stuckey, 2015). 

3.9 Time Horizon 

The time horizon defines the period for some research (Spector, 2019). Depending on this, it can 

be a cross-sectional study or a longitudinal one (Nassaji, 2015). This research is cross-sectional 

since it will take a relatively shorter time to be accomplished. See Appendix 1. 
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Chapter 4: Results and Discussion 
 

4.1 Chapter Overview 

This chapter integrates the findings from the thematic analysis of the literature related to play-

based learning in early childhood education. Furthermore, while exploring the potential benefits 

and drawbacks of play-based approaches to learning, it pays attention to the complexities of the 

learners’ cognitive, social, and emotional processes, reveals crucial strengths and weaknesses of 

actual educational contexts, and offers research-informed policy and practice guidelines. Thus, we 

will have a clear guideline for further discussion and include not only the outstanding advantages 

of playing at the center of the learning process but also the concrete question of how play-based 

learning can profitably be put into practice. The discussion revolves around three themes from the 

literature that depict the interaction of educational practices, policies, and progression in young 

learners’ learning processes. 

4.2 Theme 1: Cognitive, Social, and Emotional Outcomes of Play-

Based Learning 

The use of play-based learning has direct effects on children’s learning process in terms of their 

cognitive, social, and emotional development and presents a unique form of schooling that departs 

from conventional schooling. Studies show that it has multi-faceted effects: while schools operate 

within collaborative cultures that dovetail with the philosophy of shared responsibility for 

students’ well-being, accompanied by active cooperation with the home front, effects are highly 

cited as positive. Studies such as those by Keung and Cheung (2019) support this approach by 

proving that it enhances children’s cognitive development and social skills. This strategy of 

parental and teacher involvement taps children holistically, where the precise academic aspect is 

enhanced, and the social aspect and the child’s psychological wellness are also encompassed.  

Yin, Keung, and Tam (2022) expand the organization's contextual characteristics that support play-

based learning. They also focus on organizational learning, which means instructional leaders and 

trust in peers are significant elements in building adequate conditions for learning. In addition, 

they accentuate the caller’s self-efficiencies; teachers who feel confident and facilitate advance 

themselves as effective enactors of innovative play-based strategies. It is, therefore, connected to 
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the positive changes resulting from play integration in learners’ cognition, security, and self-

regulation and proposed that readiness-to-teach and organizational culture predict successful play 

implementation.  

According to the literature, Bodrova, Leong, and Yudina (2023) discuss the issues regarding play-

based interventions with a distinctive emphasis on SEL. Their critique is that it is possible to get 

dissimilar results or variations due to indexes in implementation strategies; thus, such intervention 

must be well-developed and precisely planned. Intentional play-based SEL interventions 

specifically result in rich changes in the children’s budding emotional regulat ion and their ability 

to persevere and relate to other people. Such programs are well-planned to help the children 

understand empathy, solve conflicts, and regulate emotions through games. HSP and similar 

interventions not only help children when they get angry or feel frustrated but also enable them to 

handle social powers and formulate ways of coping with all related issues.  

Another body of literature that speaks to cognitive, social, and emotional development during play 

is complemented by evidence from other scholarly articles that stress that play stimulates 

neurological connections and boosts an individual’s problem-solving skills, as espoused by Vogt 

et al. (2020). This action appeals to the children’s thought processes so that they understand 

complex ideas in ways that allow them to remember them better. In addition, such activities also 

foster the child’s patience as they wait on the side and practice solving problems when engaged in 

an activity. 

In addition, the social benefits of constructive play are striking, especially within the context of 

early childhood education and fulfillment of the children’s social and emotional needs of those 

from different backgrounds. Through interactions during group play, the child can learn on 

sections such as cooperation, recognition of the opinions of others, and bargaining. All these 

experiences are essential in the formation of pro-social skills and the aspects of unity among young 

learners. 
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4.3 Theme 2: Challenges and Opportunities in Realistic School 

Environments 

Positive and negative aspects of incorporating play-based learning in naturalistic settings of 

schools, to a certain extent, can greatly affect educational results. Among the common barriers, 

one may identify the gap between teachers’ beliefs and practices in class, as pointed out by Pyle 

et al. (2023). Here, the teachers appreciate the man-ship of the theories on play for children’s 

development, but they do not implement these ideas well because of better training and support. 

This gap underlines the severe deficit in professional development as far as play-based learning is 

concerned and, more specifically, pertains to the possibility of professed content knowledge in 

play-based learning and practical approaches to the realization of the given concept. Such 

programs would help educators implement all the theories of education into applicable practices 

depending on the conditions they set for their students and clients.  

Vogt et al. (2020) compare the play-based techniques with the traditional instructional methods 

focused on young children's mathematical learning. According to their fact-finding, children are 

more interested in play-based interventions that employ games and other appealing interactions 

and get better learning results. This change of pedagogy from the usual process of memoriza t ion 

to an informal learning strategy enables the beginner to learn math in a fun and productive setting, 

hence improving their understanding of the information being taught. As with most play-based 

techniques, the effectiveness of these strategies chiefly depends on the educators’ ability to 

incorporate them naturally into the program. This highlights the importance of integrating serious 

curricular services and supplies, and educators must embrace efficient tools for utilizing these 

approaches.  

Keung and Cheung (2023) explore the framework of social capital on play-based learning, 

concentrating on the continuum of family-school-community participation. These partnerships 

help build supportive relations that can significantly improve the practice and the impact of play-

based learning. Educating families and community members enables schools to enlist a vast 

number and range of assets, enhancing the learning process by offering the children more diverse 

prospects that they would not otherwise receive. However, the difficulty is always in the ability to 

galvanize these resources in different contexts of education. For such collaborations to be 



26 

 

efficiently implemented and sustained, everyone needs to continue committing and coordinating 

themselves.  

Also, these collaborations can help solve equity problems in educative environments by ensuring 

that all children with diverse characteristics are provided with quality play-based learning. 

Community intervention can ensure that learners and their families are engaged, hence getting the 

approval necessary to modify a learning environment to fit the learning needs of every client, thus 

conforming to the principles of equity in the provision of learning opportunities.  

It is possible to identify how schools can change educational practices regarding these issues. For 

instance, using technology within the framework of play-based learning may become a fresh 

approach to students’ engagement and the means to observe the progress to a greater extent. Media-

rich instructional approaches and technologies can offer opportunities for learning that are person-

centered, meaningful, and easily used by learners. Besides, the involvement of community 

resources can also help expand the students’ experiences and the information they receive, 

enhancing the learning process. 

4.4 Theme 3: Recommendations for Policy and Practice in Early 

Childhood Education 

Incorporation of play into early education needs phenomenal recommendation policies for the 

heads of institutions, teachers, and learners. It is equally essential for policies to be developed to 

facilitate strong family-school-community relations for play-based learning to include both 

cognitive aspects and children's social and emotional ones. Concerning learning environments, 

Keung and Cheung (2023) particularly underline the necessity to boost social capital. They support 

incorporating play-based approaches into the learning process and insist on promoting policies that 

imply the cooperation of all interested parties. Programs like these not only enhance education 

delivery but also have a support mechanism that enhances learning at home and other places, 

providing consistency in learning for children.  

Gibson, Pritchard, and de Lemos (2021) also present a new paper that indicates a conceptual 

framework for assessing play-orientated interventions for autistic children. This framework can be 

easily widened to more extensive educational policies to guarantee that play approaches are carried 

out inclusively and sensitively to children with special educational needs. The authors call on the 
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policymakers to encourage the production and spread of relevant training and materials tailored to 

these requirements. Such an approach guarantees that teachers are prepared adequately to support 

the execution of play-based learning, notably when it comes to obstacles and opportunities in the 

learning process and the social diversities among children.  

Lunga, Esterhuizen, and Koen (2022) also concur with the need to regularly monitor, assess, and 

follow up on play-based pedagogies. They believe that for educational policies to contain built - in 

play-based strategies, there must be provisions for formative and summative assessment processes. 

This dynamic approach enables educational systems to adapt to new educational requirements 

constantly and guarantees the factually reliable and reasonably practical application of play-based 

methodologies. Where assessments are cyclical, and policy is informed by data analysis of 

children’s development needs, educators are then able to make small incremental but accurate 

adjustments to policy-related strategies.  

Thus, these recommendations also imply that labor market policies should be scalable and flexib le 

when being formulated. They should also foster the possibilities offered to different educational 

settings, guaranteeing that revisions will be possible because of the contextual factors. Thus, with 

flexibility being a distinct possibility, variations in resources and cultural differences across 

various centers of education can be somewhat addressed, and so the difficulties.  

Also, measures should be taken to increase the importance of play-based learning among parents 

and other members of society. Often, the community is unaware of how much play is essential to 

child’ development; therefore, raising their awareness will only supplement implementing these 

educational approaches. Thus, community engagement can also help source other avenues and 

facilities that can support the play-centric learning of children outside the classroom.  

4.5 Summary of the Chapter 

The thematic analysis highlighted in this chapter presents play as a central and transformative 

learning practice enhancing children’s development. Although this educational approach has many 

advantages, significant difficulties should be addressed before realizing this concept. Specifica lly, 

the discussion outlines implications for developing evidence-based policies that promote cheerful 

family, school, and community relations, facilitate specialized preparation and the resources 

needed, and include built-in evaluation for continuous improvement.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusion and Recommendations 

5.1 Chapter Overview 

Drawing the findings from the previous chapters, this last chapter stresses on the importance of 

play in the development of young children in the cognitive, social and emotional domains. This 

demonstrates the versatility of DPO and aspects considered in realistic settings of early childhood 

education and care while not underplaying hardships and prospects. Some recommendations made 

in this chapter for policymakers and educators encompass how to increase the play implementa t ion 

and utilize it more adequately. 

5.2 Conclusion 

Based on the analysis of the literature presented in the paper on the use of play-based learning, it 

can be argued that there is sufficient evidence for the integration of play-based learning when 

teaching young children. It’s not all joy rides; play is a powerful tool for teaching and learning that 

cultivates countless abilities and capacities beyond the scholastic domain. The research is clear 

that play improves learning by boosting problem solving, critical thinking, creativity, language 

and early literacy skills. As well as it is also effective in developing social skills due to its ability 

to offer children fun interactive lessons on cultural expectations, how to go about society, passing 

on empathy, and even better still how to relate to others and even share. In addition, it helps in 

emotional in aspects since children can freely show their emotions, identify themselves, and master 

ways of handling stress or conflict. 

Nevertheless, practical employment of the theoretical advantages of play is not an easy task. For 

all that, teachers express the recognition of the significance of play, nonetheless, pragmatic 

obstacles like the lack of training, the shortage of resources, and the consequences of the testing 

regime can limit its incorporation. Such studies also reveal the importance of enhancing the gap 

between the knowledge and practice. 

Additionally, from the literature, the authors see Family School Community Partnerships as a 

strong determinant of the ability to leverage play-based learning, especially when these 

partnerships are enhanced. Thus, the involvement of families and communities within this 

educational practice not only unifies the setting for children, but also taps into an extended pool of 

resources and assistance. 
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5.3 Recommendations 

To understand the full potential of play-based learning, the following key recommendations are 

crucial. Thus, the following strategic suggestions are key to the exploitation of play-based learning: 

5.3.1 Policymakers 

Prioritize play: One of the key learning theories that mainstream into the policies concerning 

early childhood education. 

Invest in training: Increase and support further and higher-quality teachers’ professiona l 

development for them to accept and implement play-based activities properly. 

Allocate resources: Ensure that there is substantial funding for the provision of apparatus, 

provisions and the facility that enhance play based learning in all early childhood learning centers. 

5.3.2 Educators 

Integrate play: Suggest play as a component that implies children’s’ engagement into the school 

activities, not treating it as a part of a definite subject. 

Foster a play culture: Create a scenario where children are encouraged to play because play is 

one of the major vital learning activities among children. 

Partner with families: Participate families in play with suggested activities for play as this is 

meant to go beyond a class. 

5.4 Research Limitations 

The following section addresses the limitations to this study, which are important to note. The use 

of secondary data analysis is a limitation because it does not allow for the investigation of the 

particularities of the circumstances and real-life accounts of the participants. However, the time 

horizon of the study is restrictive and confined to the present time thus, the capability to address 

the various ripple effect outcomes of play based learning is also restricted. 

5.5 Future Implications 

For this reason, this dissertation forms the basic background and relevant knowledge when it 

comes to assessing play benefits for learning as well as the drawbacks involved in the process. 

Further research is needed to: 
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Explore long-term impact: Carry out longitudinal research to determine the extended effect of 

play based learning on children’s academic performance, social emotional development, and 

posterior life. 

Investigate specific interventions: Get more acquainted with studies exploring the efficacy of 

various forms of specialised play-based instruction depending on the child’s diagnosed needs for 

further development, including the problem with language development, social skills issues, or 

difficulties with emotional self-regulation. 

Promote equity and inclusion: Therefore, focus research on studies to enhance play-based 

learning for children in schools for different categories of children with social inequalities such as 

poor, challenged or from areas with poor schools. 

Examine the role of technology: Let’s think of the dynamics of using technology to support 

children’s play-based learning: consider the outcomes of digital play based on a virtual 

environment. 

In turn, researchers may construct precise directions, derived from these areas that will help enrich 

the current body of knowledge regarding productive play-based learning in the particular age 

group. Thus, this research appeals to educators, policymakers, and researchers to be advocates in 

promoting play activities for young children, since it lacks pay-off transformational terms. 
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