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Exploring Implementation of Play-Based Learning 
in New Hampshire’s Kindergarten Classrooms
Emily Braham, Kelsey Klein, Meg Caven, Cat Buechler, and Heather Lavigne June 2026

New Hampshire passed legislation in 2018 requiring a play-based approach to instruction in 
kindergarten. The New Hampshire Partnership to Increase Early Learning Outcomes through Play 
wanted to understand how familiar kindergarten teachers and elementary school administrators 
were with play-based learning, what professional learning supports teachers were accessing, 
what barriers they encountered, and the extent to which teachers implemented play-based 
learning practices, specifically a three-part guided play model developed by the University of New 
Hampshire (UNH). 

Through statewide surveys of kindergarten teachers and school administrators, this descriptive study 
found that responding teachers and administrators both believe in the value of play-based learning 
and in its ability to support social-emotional and academic skills. A large majority of responding 
administrators (91 percent) were familiar with the 2018 legislative mandate; the proportion was 
highest among administrators who had prior early childhood teaching experience. Most responding 
teachers (90 percent) had engaged in some form of professional learning about play-based learning. 
However, participation was lower in professional development workshops and trainings than it was 
for reading books or publications, and engagement was lower among novice teachers than among 
more experienced teachers. For the most part, responding teachers and administrators agreed that 
their kindergarten classrooms have the necessary setup for play-based learning, but both groups 
commonly reported that pressure to achieve academic benchmarks is a barrier to implementing 
guided play. Compared with familiarity with other New Hampshire early learning standards and 
kindergarten readiness indicators, responding teachers and administrators were less familiar with 
the UNH-developed three-part guided play model, and only a fifth of teachers reported implementing 
all three parts of the model at least two times a week. 

These findings suggest that state education leaders may want to consider strategies to promote more 
consistent implementation of all three parts of the guided play model statewide. Leaders might also 
consider strengthening communication to increase awareness of the evidence supporting play as an 
effective way to foster children’s academic skills and promoting professional development that builds 
teachers’ technical and pedagogical skills in play-based learning.

Why this study?1

1. REL-NEI wishes to thank partnership members from the New Hampshire Department of Education, University of New Hampshire play-
based learning initiative, and teachers and instructional coaches from a range of school districts.

Recent years have seen a global groundswell of interest in play-based approaches 
to learning in early childhood (see box 1 for definitions of key terms). Educators, 
scholars, funders, and policymakers are coming to a shared understanding that 
play is a powerful vector of learning for young children (Taylor & Boyer, 2020; 
Zosh et al., 2017). Play-based learning supports children’s cognitive, social, emo-
tional, and physical development, with research consistently demonstrating its 
role in fostering children’s creativity, problem-solving skills, overall well-being, 
and academic skills, including literacy and early math (Pyle & Danniels, 2017; 
Skene et al., 2022; Toub et al., 2018; Whitebread et al., 2017; Zosh et al., 2017). 

For additional 
information, including 
background on the 
methods, supporting 
analyses, and 
supplemental analyses, 
access the report 
appendices on the 
Institute of Education 
Sciences website.

https://ies.ed.gov/use-work/resource-library/report/descriptive-study/exploring-implementation-play-based-learning-new-hampshire-kindergarten-classrooms
https://ies.ed.gov/use-work/resource-library/report/descriptive-study/exploring-implementation-play-based-learning-new-hampshire-kindergarten-classrooms
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To ensure that kindergarten students have opportunities to learn through play, in 2018 New Hampshire legis-
lators amended the Substantive Educational Content of an Adequate Education law (RSA 193-E:2-a). Bill 1499 
mandates that kindergarten teachers “create a learning environment that facilitates high-quality, child-direct-
ed experiences based upon early childhood best teaching practices and play-based learning...” (New Hamp-
shire General Court, 2018). This kind of policy legislation can be a powerful lever for reform, yet translating 
policy into practice and effecting change in schools is challenging (Coburn, 2016; Hallett, 2010; Spillane et al., 
2002). Following the 2018 play-based learning legislative mandate, the New Hampshire Department of Edu-
cation (NHED) established a research–practice–policy partnership with researchers at the University of New 
Hampshire (UNH), through a U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Preschool Development Grant. 
The purpose of the partnership was to supplement existing play-based learning resources by providing profes-
sional development to New Hampshire kindergarten teachers on play-based learning pedagogy. In 2022, only 
25 percent of kindergarten teachers in New Hampshire reported receiving any professional development about 
play-based learning (New Hampshire Department of Education, 2022), making the UNH partnership critical.

Box 1. Key terms used in this report

Centers or stations. Teacher-selected learning spaces with structured rules and expectations, through which children rotate.

Free play. Play during which children choose all play materials and decide how to use them and how to spend their time.

Guided play. Play during which the teacher plans the space and materials to support a specific learning goal. Children 
choose how they will use the provided space and materials, while the teacher asks guiding questions.

Kindergarten teacher. A primary or co-teacher who provides daily instruction in public school kindergarten classrooms.

Play-based learning. A type of learning that aims to create educational experiences for children that are active, engag-
ing, meaningful, iterative, and joyful. The term encompasses multiple types of learning through play, including free play, 
guided play, and teacher-directed playful learning. These types of play-based learning represent a continuum of student 
agency and teacher control, with free play on one end and teacher-directed playful learning on the other (DuBois-Garafalo 
et al., 2025; Zosh et al., 2017).

School administrator. A principal of a public elementary school.

Teacher certification. Whether a kindergarten teacher had early childhood certification.

Teacher-directed playful learning. Teacher-led playful activities with structured rules and expectations.

Three-part guided play model. A model developed by subject matter experts at the University of New Hampshire (UNH) 
that consists of three main parts: a whole-group discussion before guided play to introduce new materials and facilitate stu-
dents’ planning for play, classroom time for guided play, and a whole-group discussion after guided play to reflect on learning 
(DuBois-Garafalo et al., 2025). Between 2019 and 2024, the model was disseminated in New Hampshire through coaching and 
workshops supported by a Preschool Development Grant (Blinkoff et al., 2024; Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2022; Nesbitt et al., 2025). 

UNH play-based learning workshops and coaching. Practice-based training provided to kindergarten teachers on best 
practices for guided play by a workshop leader or coach employed by UNH.

District characteristics

District rurality. In this study, districts located in an area designated by the New Hampshire Department of Health and 
Human Services as having a population of 100,000 or fewer people and a population density of 150 people per square mile 
or less are defined as rural. Districts not in such designated areas are identified as nonrural.

Higher-need district. A district receiving more than the state median amount of per pupil Title 1A funding, which provides 
financial assistance through state education agencies to local education agencies and schools with high numbers or per-
centages of children in low-income families to ensure that all children can succeed in school. 

Lower-need district. A district receiving less than the state median amount of per pupil Title 1A funding.
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The state employed two full-time coaches from UNH to conduct professional development, which included 
developing additional resources for the NHED’s online Kindergarten Toolkit; one-time workshops for teachers 
and administrators; and intensive, practice-based coaching for small cohorts of kindergarten teachers during 
the 2019/20–2024/25 school years. The coaching initiative paired participating kindergarten teachers with UNH 
play-based learning coaches who provided in-person support for goal setting, classroom observation, reflec-
tion, and planning every two weeks for six months with the aim of improving teachers’ implementation of 
play-based learning. In most years, all teachers who applied were accepted into the coaching initiative; in a few 
years, priority was given to teachers from districts that had not yet participated, with remaining teachers wait-
listed for the following year. Research studies on the impact of the UNH coaching initiative showed meaningful 
shifts toward play-based instruction for participating teachers and improved outcomes for students, including 
increased engagement and communication (Blinkoff et al., 2024; Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2022; Nesbitt et al., 2025).

Teachers who participated in the UNH workshops and coaching initiative received information about best prac-
tices for play-based learning generally and were encouraged to use the three-part guided play model devel-
oped by UNH (DuBois-Garafalo et al., 2025), which consisted of whole-group discussion before play; a period 
of teacher-initiated, child-directed guided play; and whole-group discussion after play. Although the NHED did 
not mandate the UNH model, it was interested in whether and how teachers were implementing it or other 
approaches to play-based learning because many teachers did not access, or have access to, the intensive UNH 
coaching initiative. As of spring 2024, 98 kindergarten teachers had participated in the UNH coaching initiative 
(approximately 14 percent of kindergarten teachers in the state). Additional data collection efforts were needed 
to help the state understand how to fill gaps in access to professional development and to improve implementa-
tion of play-based learning across the state. In response, members of the Regional Educational Laboratory (REL) 
Northeast and Islands New Hampshire Partnership to Increase Early Learning Outcomes through Play—which 
includes representatives from the NHED, the UNH play-based learning initiative, and teachers and instructional 
coaches from a range of school districts—requested this study. 

The study had three main goals. First, it aimed to evaluate teachers’ familiarity with play-based learning and 
elementary school administrators’ familiarity with both play-based learning and the associated legislative 
mandate. Prior research has found that teachers view a very broad range of classroom practices as play-based 
learning, resulting in overestimation of teachers’ familiarity with the concept (Fesseha & Pyle, 2016; Pyle et al., 
2022; Yin et al., 2022). Thus, rather than simply asking New Hampshire teachers and administrators whether 
they were familiar with play-based learning, which could result in difficult-to-interpret findings and overesti-
mates, the study team conceptualized and measured familiarity in terms of two factors expected to correlate 
with familiarity and directly influence implementation. These factors were teachers’ and administrators’ 
underlying beliefs about the value of play for learning (Bubikova-Moan et al., 2019) and their engagement in 
professional learning related to play-based learning pedagogy (Tam, 2022). 

Second, the study aimed to capture kindergarten teachers’ and administrators’ perceptions of barriers and 
positive supports in implementing play-based learning. Prior research in other contexts of mandated play-
based learning in kindergarten suggests that even teachers with high familiarity with and training in play-based 
learning face implementation challenges (Fesseha & Pyle, 2016). The current study asked kindergarten teachers 
and elementary school administrators how much they agreed with a list of potential barriers to play-based 
learning that was derived from previous research (Fesseha & Pyle, 2016). The list included lack of preparation 
and classroom time, pressure to ensure that students achieve specific academic benchmarks, and perceptions 
of parents’, teachers’, and administrators’ support for play-based learning. The partnership members were 
particularly interested in kindergarten teachers’ perceptions of their administrators’ support for play-based 
learning, which other research had found to be important to teachers’ successful implementation of play-based 
learning (Barblett et al., 2016; Cheung et al., 2022; Fesseha & Pyle, 2016; Honbiao et al., 2021; Lynch, 2015). In a 
2019 statewide survey, only 59 percent of New Hampshire kindergarten teachers reported feeling supported by 
their administrators to implement a play-based classroom (Henry et al., 2019). 
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Third, the study aimed to capture the extent to which kindergarten teachers in New Hampshire were implement-
ing play-based learning, both generally and with respect to the UNH three-part guided play model. In general, 
teachers’ implementation of play-based learning has been found to vary considerably (Fesseha & Pyle, 2016; Pyle 
et al., 2022; Yin et al., 2022), with teachers reporting a continuum of practices. Reported practices range from play 
that encourages high child autonomy with low teacher direction (free play) on one end, to play with low child 
autonomy and high teacher direction (teacher-directed playful learning) on the other. Given these findings, there 
is likely to be considerable variation in New Hampshire teachers’ implementation of play-based learning in kinder-
garten. Indeed, a 2019 statewide survey of New Hampshire kindergarten educators found that only 59 percent of 
respondents reported having a play-based classroom during the 2018/19 school year (Henry et al., 2019). The REL 
Northeast and Islands study team expected that teachers’ underlying beliefs about the value of play for learning 
and their engagement in play-based learning professional development would influence implementation, with 
school administrator support being an important mediator of implementation (Shaked & Schecter, 2017). 

The current study also examined how familiarity with and implementation of play-based learning may vary by 
district characteristics. For example, prior research found that students in low-income households may be more 
likely to receive didactic instruction because of perceived skill deficits and assumptions about the type of edu-
cation they need (Hirsh-Pasek et al., 2022). Thus, differences in such district characteristics as socioeconomic 
need were included in the study analyses to provide the NHED with the data it needs to develop and direct 
resources so that all students across the state have access to high-quality play-based learning opportunities. 
(See box 2 for a summary of the study data, methods, and limitations and appendix A for additional details.)

Research questions

1. How familiar are kindergarten teachers with the play-based learning approach? 

1a. Does kindergarten teachers’ familiarity with play-based learning vary by teachers’ experience, class size, 
and district characteristics?

2. How familiar are elementary school administrators with the play-based learning approach? 

2a. Does elementary school administrators’ familiarity with play-based learning vary by administrators’ 
experience and district characteristics? 

3. What barriers and positive supports in implementing play-based learning do kindergarten teachers and ele-
mentary school administrators report? 

4. To what extent are kindergarten teachers implementing the key components of the three-part guided play 
model developed by the University of New Hampshire? 

4a. How does implementation of each part of the model vary by teachers’ experience, perceptions of admin-
istrator support, class size, and district characteristics?

Box 2. Data sources, study sample, methods, and limitations

Data sources. This study used three types of data: kindergarten teacher survey data, elementary school administrator 
survey data, and publicly available data on districts’ socioeconomic need and rurality. Kindergarten teachers and elemen-
tary school administrators completed a one-time online survey administered by the University of New Hampshire (UNH) in 
spring 2024. The survey items were collaboratively designed by the members of the New Hampshire Partnership to Increase 
Early Learning Outcomes through Play (comprising representatives from the New Hampshire Department of Education 
[NHED], the UNH play-based learning initiative, and teachers and instructional coaches from a range of school districts). 
The teacher survey asked for information on teachers’ school district, demographic characteristics, experience, character-
istics of their kindergarten classroom (length of kindergarten day and class size), and familiarity with and implementation 
of play-based learning. The administrator survey asked for administrators’ school district, demographic characteristics, 
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experience, characteristics of their school (grade range, length of kindergarten day, and number of kindergarten teachers), 
and their familiarity with play-based learning. Because the aim of the survey was to solicit participants’ honest appraisals 
of their familiarity with and implementation of a legislative mandate, the surveys did not ask respondents for their names 
or schools to protect their anonymity. Thus, survey data are identifiable only at the district level.

Secondary data describing districts’ socioeconomic need came from the NHED’s report of district-level Title 1A funding 
and from National Center for Education Statistics data on district enrollment across all grades served in the district. The 
New Hampshire Department of Health and Human Services provided data on districts’ rurality status. 

Study sample. The study sample included 445 kindergarten teachers and 138 school administrators. Because the NHED 
did not have a list of all kindergarten teachers employed in public schools in the state, UNH distributed the teacher survey 
through principals and used other methods to send reminders (see appendix A for more information on the teacher survey 
administration process). UNH received 455 responses. Participants who worked in a charter school (n = 10) were excluded 
from the analyses, resulting in an analytic sample of 445 teachers. The Common Core of Data shows there were 676 kin-
dergarten teachers in New Hampshire in the 2023/24 school year (U.S. Department of Education, 2024), implying that the 
survey had a response rate of about 66 percent (use of these data may result in an under-representation of the response 
rate; see appendix A for details). Almost all (96 percent) teachers who responded to the survey identified as White, and 
almost two-thirds (61 percent) had master’s degrees. The sample is roughly evenly distributed across experience levels: 26 
percent of teachers were in their first three years of teaching in New Hampshire, and about a third (31 percent) had taught 
for 11 years or more in New Hampshire. Almost all (97 percent) taught full-day kindergarten. Slightly more than a third (34 
percent) taught in rural districts, and 48 percent taught in higher-need districts. (See table A1 in appendix A for full data on 
teacher demographic characteristics.)

UNH staff sent the administrator survey to the publicly available list of 265 elementary school principals in New Hamp-
shire using individualized survey links. UNH received 145 responses. Participants who completed less than 5 percent of the 
survey (n = 5) or who worked in a charter school (n = 2) were excluded from the analyses, resulting in an analytic sample of 
138 administrators, a 55 percent response rate (calculated using the 249 public elementary school principals on the distri-
bution list after removing 16 charter school principals). Almost all (95 percent) administrators who responded to the survey 
identified as White, 65 percent had master’s degrees, 73 percent were ages 35–54, 41 percent had 4–10 years of administra-
tive experience in New Hampshire, and 63 percent had experience teaching prekindergarten to grade 3. Fifty-eight percent 
worked in districts that were nonrural. Twelve percent worked in schools that went up to grade K, 1, 2, or 3; 57 percent 
worked in schools that went up to grade 4 or 5, and 31 percent worked in schools that went up to grade 6, 7, or 8. Nearly all 
(95 percent) had full-day kindergarten in their school, and 68 percent led schools that had two to five kindergarten teach-
ers. (See table A2 in appendix A for full data on administrator demographic characteristics.) 

Methodology. Item-level response rates ranged from 94.2 percent to 100 percent for teacher survey items, and from 92.0 
percent to 100 percent for administrator survey questions. All analyses used the highest available sample per item/analysis 
(pairwise deletion). (See tables A3 and A4 in appendix A for item-level response rates for each survey question.)

The study team computed the frequencies of teachers’ and administrators’ responses to each survey item by demograph-
ic characteristics of the survey respondents and their familiarity with and implementation of play-based learning. To explore 
variation in familiarity and implementation across individual and district characteristics, the study team computed cross- 
tabulations that compared, for example, familiarity with play-based learning in rural versus nonrural districts, higher-need 
versus lower-need districts, and among teachers with different levels of experience (see appendix A for details). Findings from 
these cross-tabulations are noted in the report when chi-squared tests for group differences were statistically significant at the 
p < .05 level and when the magnitude of between-group differences was at least 5 percentage points. Kindergarten teachers in 
the Manchester school district, a nonrural and higher-need district, had greater access to the UNH coaching initiative during 
the 2023/24 school year (see appendix B for details). The study team anticipated that this access could change the overall 
findings and relationships for research questions 1, 1a, 4, and 4a, which could be affected by variations in teachers’ learning 
opportunities. Therefore, the study team conducted supplemental analyses comparing participating teachers in the Man-
chester school district with teachers not in Manchester and conducted sensitivity analyses excluding teachers in Manchester. 
The report includes all findings relevant to the research questions but notes when the sensitivity analyses change the statis-
tical significance of a result. The supplemental analyses in appendix B that exclude teachers in Manchester are referenced 
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as appropriate. Subsample analyses were restricted to teachers because teachers in Manchester had greater access to the 
UNH-led professional learning opportunities; the study team was not aware of corresponding access for administrators.

Limitations. This study relied largely on self-reported data from teachers and administrators, which poses inherent limitations 
in accurately capturing classroom practices. Self-report measures are susceptible to bias, including recall bias and subjective 
interpretation of key concepts (Desimone & Le Floch, 2004). Teachers and administrators may overestimate or underestimate 
their implementation of play-based learning due to differences in individual understanding of what constitutes play-based ped-
agogy (Pyle & Danniels, 2017). Further, the legislative mandate for play-based learning may have introduced social desirability 
bias, if teachers felt pressure to report higher familiarity and implementation in order to align with policy expectations and 
professional norms (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Prior research suggests that when education reforms are introduced, self-reported 
compliance with new instructional approaches often exceeds actual changes in classroom practice (Spillane et al., 2002). 

Additionally, because the study examined familiarity with and implementation of a New Hampshire–specific policy, 
the study team measured teacher and administrator experience as years of teaching or administrative experience in New 
Hampshire. Thus, experienced teachers and administrators who were new to New Hampshire could have appeared in the 
“novice” group, influencing the findings that examine differences across experience levels.

A further limitation of this study is that both the teacher and administrator survey response rates were below 85 percent, 
which may restrict the generalizability of the findings. Although the samples of teachers and administrators did not differ 
significantly from the populations of teachers and administrators in terms of three district characteristics (rurality, socio-
economic need, and number of kindergarten teachers in the district), both samples differed from the populations in having 
lower spending per student in their districts. Additional nonresponse bias analyses on characteristics of individuals or schools 
were not possible because the surveys were identifiable only at the district level. Therefore, it is unclear whether teachers and 
administrators who chose to participate differ systematically from those who did not. Systematic differences between respon-
dents and nonrespondents may lead to biased estimation of familiarity and implementation (Groves et al., 2009). 

Finally, the findings may not be generalizable beyond the education context of New Hampshire. Factors such as state 
legislation mandating play-based learning and the prevalence of small rural districts vary across states and likely influence 
implementation. Future research should seek to understand how play-based learning is adopted across diverse contexts.

Findings

This section presents findings on the main research questions through analyses of the frequency of kindergar-
ten teachers’ and elementary school administrators’ responses to survey items, along with cross-tabulations 
examining how familiarity with and implementation of play-based learning vary by teacher characteristics, 
class size, and district characteristics. Appendix B presents additional findings on the special context of the 
ongoing professional learning offered to teachers in the Manchester school district and on the extent to which 
teachers believe that play-based learning occurs primarily during recess. 

Overall, responding kindergarten teachers in New Hampshire were familiar with play-based 
learning, but participation in professional learning varied notably by teacher and district 
characteristics 

Two factors that were expected to correlate with teachers’ familiarity with play-based learning and directly 
influence its implementation were used to conceptualize and measure teachers’ familiarity: teachers’ under-
lying beliefs about the value of play for learning (Bubikova-Moan et al., 2019) and teachers’ engagement in pro-
fessional development related to play-based learning (Tam, 2022). This study also reports on a limited number 
of items using teachers’ self-ratings of familiarity where the topic was specifically defined, for example: “How 
familiar are you with the University of New Hampshire’s three-part guided play model?”

A large majority of responding teachers agreed that children develop social-emotional and academic skills through 
play. Almost all kindergarten teachers in the sample strongly agreed or agreed (94 percent) that children 
develop social-emotional skills through play and strongly agreed or agreed (95 percent) that children develop 
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Figure 1. Almost all responding kindergarten teachers believed that children develop social-emotional and 
academic skills through play, 2024

Strongly agree I’m not sureAgreeDisagreeStrongly disagree

0 20 40 60 80 100

Children develop academic
skills through play

Children develop social-emotional
skills through play

Percent of responding kindergarten teachers

90 0.245

74 0.5215

0.5

Note: The sample size ranged from 430 to 431 across items, reflecting an item-level response rate of 96.6–96.9 percent.

Source: Authors’ analyses of University of New Hampshire survey of kindergarten teachers, spring 2024.

academic skills through play (figure 1; see also table A5 in appendix A). Rates of disagreement that students 
develop social-emotional or academic skills through play were highest among teachers with 11 years or more of 
teaching experience in New Hampshire and among teachers in nonrural districts (see table A6). Differences in 
teachers’ beliefs about learning through play by teacher education, teacher certification, class size, and district 
need were not statistically significant.

A large majority of responding kindergarten teachers had participated in some form of related professional learning, 
though the intensity of this support varied. Ninety percent of the teachers in the sample had participated in some 
form of professional learning related to play-based learning (see table A7 in appendix A). Teachers most commonly 
reported reading about play-based learning, participating in non-UNH workshop opportunities, and participating 
in a UNH one-time workshop (figure 2). One relatively under-used resource was the NHED’s online Kindergarten 
Toolkit, a website that offers a collection of materials, including fact sheets for teachers, parents, and guardians, as 
well as recorded workshops and lecture presentations; only 16 percent of teachers reported exploring this resource. 

Figure 2. A majority of responding kindergarten teachers had engaged in some form of professional 
learning related to play-based learning, 2024 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Read books or other publications 

Participated in non–University of New Hampshire workshop opportunities 

Participated in a University of New Hampshire one-time workshop

Read National Association for the Education of Young Children resources 

Completed coursework during teacher certification program

Observed a model play-based learning classroom

Explored the New Hampshire Department of Education Kindergarten Toolkit 

Received ongoing training from a University of New Hampshire coach

Did not engage in any professional development

Other (please specify)

Percent of responding kindergarten teachers

60

46

30

27

18

18

16

10

3

16

Note: The sample size on this item was 445, reflecting a response rate of 100 percent.

Source: Authors’ analyses of University of New Hampshire survey of kindergarten teachers, spring 2024.
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Novice teachers participated in the University of New Hampshire’s coaching and workshops at lower rates and did 
not engage with any play-based learning trainings or resources at higher rates than their more experienced peers. 
Novice teachers in the sample (those who were in their first three years of teaching in New Hampshire) had 
lower rates of participation in nearly all types of professional learning than their peers with more experience 
in New Hampshire. Additionally, novice teachers reported that they had not participated in any profession-
al learning related to play-based learning at more than twice the rate (18 percent) of their more experienced 
peers (8 percent for those with 4–10 years of teaching experience in New Hampshire and 7 percent for those 
with 11 years or more; figure 3; see also table A8 in appendix A). The only exception to this pattern was for 
teacher observation of a model play-based learning classroom: 25 percent of novice teachers engaged in this 
form of professional learning compared with 18 percent of teachers with 4–10 years of teaching experience and 
11 percent of teachers with 11 years or more.

The most experienced teachers participated in training at the highest rates. For instance, 22 percent of teach-
ers with 11 years or more of teaching experience in New Hampshire received ongoing training from a UNH 
play-based learning coach compared with 16 percent of teachers with 4–10 years of teaching experience and 
10 percent of novice teachers (see figure 3 and table A8 in appendix A). Novice teachers did not participate in 
coursework focused on play-based learning (21 percent) at a significantly higher rate than their more experi-
enced peers (16 percent and 18 percent).

Teachers with early childhood certification engaged in coursework with play-based learning at higher rates 
than teachers without such certification. Thirty-one percent of teachers with an early childhood certification 
completed coursework related to play-based learning during their certification programs compared with 13 
percent of teachers without that certification (see table A9 in appendix A). 

Responding kindergarten teachers with larger classes, in nonrural districts, and in higher-need districts partici-
pated in UNH workshops and coaching at higher rates than other responding teachers. Teachers’ participation in 
professional learning on play-based learning offered by UNH varied by class size and school district (figure 4; 

Figure 3. Responding novice kindergarten teachers participated in University of New Hampshire coaching 
and workshops on play-based learning at lower rates than their more experienced peers and reported 
receiving no professional learning at more than twice the rate of their peers, 2024

I haven’t engaged with any
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Figure 4. Responding kindergarten teachers with larger classes and those in nonrural districts 
participated in a University of New Hampshire–led one-time play-based learning workshop at higher rates 
than their peers, 2024
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Note: The sample size ranged from 399 to 445 across items, reflecting an item-level response rate of 89.6–100 percent. The chi-square tests of be-
tween-group differences were statistically significant at the p < .05 level. When teachers in the Manchester school district were excluded, the workshop 
participation rate dropped to 27 percent overall, to 31 percent for teachers with 16 or more students, and to 32 percent for teachers in nonrural districts. 
The participation rates for teachers with 15 or fewer students and for teachers in rural districts stayed the same.

Source: Authors’ analyses of University of New Hampshire survey of kindergarten teachers, spring 2024.

see also table A10 in appendix A). Teachers with larger classes and teachers in nonrural districts participat-
ed in a UNH-led one-time play-based learning workshop at higher rates than their peers with smaller classes 
and in rural districts. Thirty-five percent of teachers who had at least 16 students in their class participated in 
workshops compared with 22 percent of teachers with fewer than 16 students. Similarly, 36 percent of teachers 
in nonrural districts participated in a one-time play-based learning workshop led by UNH compared with 24 
percent in rural districts. Teachers with larger class sizes and in higher-need districts participated in ongoing 
training from UNH play-based learning coaches at higher rates than other teachers. However, differences in 
teachers’ engagement with UNH-led professional learning activities by class size and district type are driven 
largely by UNH’s concentrated coaching offerings in the Manchester school district in the 2023/24 school year 
(see appendix B for details).

Kindergarten teachers in Manchester participated in a UNH one-time workshop and ongoing training from a 
UNH coach at higher rates than kindergarten teachers not in Manchester (see table B1 in appendix B). Because 
Manchester is a large, nonrural, higher-need district and all but one teacher there had a class size of 16 students 
or more, higher participation in these professional learning opportunities among teachers in Manchester is 
likely to affect the overall results for teacher participation by class size and district characteristics.

In sensitivity analyses that excluded teachers in the Manchester school district, participation in UNH-led work-
shops was still higher among teachers with larger classes than among their peers with smaller classes (see 
table B2 in appendix B). However, there was no longer a statistically significant difference for participation in 
the UNH-led workshops by district rurality or for participation in UNH coaching by class size and district need. 
Notably, across the full sample, the differences in teachers’ engagement in professional learning activities by 
class size and district type are minimal when those activities are not run by UNH (see table A10 in appendix A).

Responding teachers were less familiar with the three-part guided play model developed by UNH than they were 
with other kindergarten frameworks. To ensure that the teaching of skills and content across schools and 
districts is consistent, common standards, benchmarks, and models are used to inform educators’ work. 
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The New Hampshire early learning standards and associated kindergarten readiness indicators, which offer 
guidance on what children should know and be able to do as they enter kindergarten, undergird kindergar-
ten instruction across the state. The three-part guided play model should not be considered equivalent to 
these standards, as the NHED has not designated it as the official model for play-based learning. However, 
measuring teachers’ familiarity with the model provides a sense of how familiar they are with play-based 
learning. 

More than 70 percent of kindergarten teachers reported being familiar (38 percent), very familiar (22 percent), 
or extremely familiar (11 percent) with the New Hampshire early learning standards, and more than 60 percent 
reported being familiar (42 percent), very familiar (14 percent), or extremely familiar (5 percent) with the New 
Hampshire kindergarten readiness indicators (figure 5; see also table A11 in appendix A). In contrast, only a 
third of kindergarten teachers were familiar (17 percent), very familiar (8 percent), or extremely familiar (9 
percent) with the UNH three-part guided play model. Sensitivity analyses found that teachers in Manchester 
were significantly more familiar with the three-part guided play model than teachers not in Manchester, reveal-
ing that teachers’ familiarity with the model decreased slightly when teachers in Manchester were excluded 
from the analyses (see tables B3 and B4 in appendix B).

Examining teachers’ familiarity with the three-part guided play model by class size and district characteris-
tics reveals some statistically significant relationships. Teachers with larger classes and those in higher-need 
districts were more familiar with the model than their peers with smaller classes and in lower-need districts. 
However, the significance of these relationships appears to be driven by teachers in the Manchester school 
district, who had larger class sizes, were in a higher-need district, and participated in UNH-led professional 
learning at higher rates than teachers who were not in Manchester. As noted above, teachers in Manchester 
also were more familiar with the three-part guided play model than teachers who were not in Manchester. 
These relationships were no longer significant when teachers in Manchester were excluded from the analyses, 
meaning that familiarity with the three-part guided play model does not vary significantly by class size or dis-
trict characteristics (see table B5 in appendix B).

Figure 5. Responding kindergarten teachers were less familiar with the University of New Hampshire’s 
three-part guided play model than they were with other kindergarten standards and frameworks, 2024

Very familiar Extremely familiarFamiliarSlightly familiarNot at all familiar
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Note: The sample size ranged from 402 to 404 across items, reflecting an item-level response rate of 90.1–90.3 percent.

Source: Authors’ analyses of University of New Hampshire survey of kindergarten teachers, spring 2024.
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Overall, responding elementary school administrators in New Hampshire were familiar with 
play-based learning and the 2018 legislation mandating it, but the extent of familiarity varied 
notably by administrator and district characteristics 

The study evaluated administrators’ familiarity with play-based learning by measuring their awareness of the 2018 
legislative mandate and their underlying beliefs about the value of play for learning (Bubikova-Moan et al., 2019).

As with responding teachers, responding administrators reported that they believe that play supports social-emotional 
and academic skills. Almost all administrators agreed or strongly agreed that children develop social-emotional 
skills (98 percent) and academic skills (98 percent) through play (figure 6; see also table A12 in appendix A). 
These beliefs did not differ significantly by administrators’ experience or district characteristics (see table A13). 
These findings mirror those from the teacher survey, suggesting that administrators also are mostly supportive 
of play-based learning, though more confident than teachers are in its value for social-emotional learning.

Responding administrators were familiar with the 2018 legislation mandating a play-based approach to kindergarten 
but were less familiar with the UNH three-part guided play model. More than 90 percent of administrators said that 
they were familiar (35 percent), very familiar (36 percent), or extremely familiar (20 percent) with the 2018 legisla-
tion mandating a play-based approach to kindergarten (figure 7; see also table A14 in appendix A). Notably, admin-
istrators reported being more familiar with the legislative mandate than with other early childhood standards 
and initiatives. Eighty-four percent were familiar (46 percent), very familiar (29 percent), or extremely familiar (9 
percent) with the New Hampshire early learning standards, and more than 80 percent were familiar (40 percent), 
very familiar (30 percent), or extremely familiar (11 percent) with the New Hampshire kindergarten readiness 
indicators. However, only half of administrators said they were familiar (31 percent), very familiar (12 percent), 
or extremely familiar (6 percent) with the UNH three-part guided play model. Although this proportion is lower 
than for administrators’ familiarity with state kindergarten readiness standards and early learning standards, it is 
higher than the proportion of teachers who reported being familiar with the model (49 percent versus 34 percent).

Responding administrators with more elementary school administrative or early childhood teaching experience were 
more familiar with the 2018 legislation mandating a play-based approach to kindergarten. Administrators who had 
more experience as an elementary school administrator in New Hampshire were more familiar with the legisla-
tive mandate than their peers who had less experience (see table A15 in appendix A). Similarly, administrators 

Figure 6. Almost all responding elementary school administrators believed that children develop social-
emotional and academic skills through play, 2024

Strongly agree I’m not sureAgreeDisagreeStrongly disagree

0 20 40 60 80 100

Children develop academic
skills through play

Children develop social-emotional
skills through play

Percent of responding elementary school administrators

8992

69 1292

Note: The sample size on this item was 132, reflecting an item-level response rate of 91 percent.

Source: Authors’ analyses of University of New Hampshire survey of kindergarten teachers, spring 2024.
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Figure 7. Responding elementary school administrators were familiar with the 2018 legislation mandating 
a play-based approach to kindergarten but were less familiar with the University of New Hampshire’s 
three-part guided play model, 2024 

Very familiar Extremely familiarFamiliarSlightly familiarNot at all familiar
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Note: The sample size ranged from 134 to 135 across items, reflecting an item-level response rate of 92.4–93.1 percent.

Source: Authors’ analyses of University of New Hampshire survey of administrators, spring 2024.

who had early childhood teaching experience (taught prekindergarten through grade 3) were more familiar 
with the legislative mandate than their peers who had none (see table A16). For example, 29 percent of admin-
istrators who had early childhood teaching experience reported being extremely familiar with the mandate, in 
sharp contrast to the 6 percent of administrators without this experience (figure 8). Differences in administra-
tors’ familiarity with the legislation by district rurality or district need were not statically significant. 

Responding administrators in nonrural districts reported being familiar with the UNH three-part guided play model more 
frequently than their peers in rural districts. Paralleling the findings for kindergarten teachers, administrators in non-
rural districts were more familiar with the UNH three-part guided play model than their peers in rural districts 
(figure 9; see also table A17 in appendix A). More than half (52 percent) of administrators in nonrural districts were 
familiar (24 percent), very familiar (16 percent), or extremely familiar (12 percent) with the three-part guided play 

Figure 8. Responding elementary school administrators who had early childhood teaching experience 
were more familiar with the legislative mandate than those without such experience, 2024

Very familiar Extremely familiarFamiliarSlightly familiarNot at all familiar
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Note: The sample size on this item was 137, reflecting an item-level response rate of 94.5 percent.

Source: Authors’ analyses of University of New Hampshire survey of administrators, spring 2024.
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Figure 9. Responding elementary school administrators in nonrural districts were more familiar with the 
University of New Hampshire three-part guided play model than those in rural districts, 2024 
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Note: The sample size on this item was 116, reflecting an item-level response rate of 80 percent.

Source: Authors’ analyses of University of New Hampshire survey of administrators, spring 2024.

model, while only 37 percent of administrators in rural districts were familiar (33 percent) or very familiar (4 percent) 
with the model (none were extremely familiar). Differences by district need were not significant (see table A18).   

Majorities of responding teachers and administrators reported having the setup needed for 
guided play in their kindergarten classrooms but reported that pressure to achieve academic 
benchmarks and lack of time were barriers to implementing guided play 

The study asked kindergarten teachers and school administrators about the extent to which they agreed with a 
list of positive supports and potential barriers to guided play that had been generated from previous research 
(Fesseha & Pyle, 2016) or articulated by the partnership members.

Majorities of responding teachers and administrators reported having the necessary setup for guided play in kinder-
garten, including appropriate materials and space. Nearly three-quarters (74 percent) of kindergarten teachers 
agreed (52 percent) or strongly agreed (22 percent) that they had sufficient space for implementing guided play, 
and 63 percent agreed (49 percent) or strongly agreed (14 percent) that they had sufficient materials (figure 10; 
see also table A19 in appendix A). Ninety-six percent of administrators agreed (59 percent) or strongly agreed 
(37 percent) that kindergarten classrooms in their schools had sufficient space for implementing guided play, 
and 90 percent agreed (54 percent) or strongly agreed (36 percent) that their kindergarten classrooms had suf-
ficient materials (see table A20). 

Most responding teachers and administrators agreed that parents and caregivers were supportive of play-based 
learning, but many were unclear about how parents and caregivers felt about it. Although a majority of teachers (65 
percent) and administrators (75 percent) agreed or strongly agreed that “The majority of parents in my school 
are supportive of play-based learning” (see figure 10), a substantial proportion indicated they were unsure about 
the statement (32 percent of teachers and 20 percent of administrators; see tables A19 and A20 in appendix A).

A majority of responding administrators agreed that their kindergarten teachers were supportive of play-based 
learning, and a majority of responding teachers agreed that their administrators were supportive of play-based 
learning. Most (92 percent) administrators agreed (39 percent) or strongly agreed (54 percent) that teachers in 
their school supported play-based learning (see figure 10 and table A20 in appendix A), and 73 percent of teach-
ers agreed (46 percent) or strongly agreed (27 percent) that their school administrators supported play-based 
learning (see figure 10 and table A19). However, a sizable percentage of teachers either disagreed (15 percent), 
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Figure 10. Majorities of responding kindergarten teachers and elementary school administrators 
agreed or strongly agreed that they have the necessary setup for guided play in kindergarten, including 
appropriate materials and space, 2024 
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Note: For kindergarten teachers, the sample size ranged from 420 to 431 across items, reflecting an item-level response rate of 94.4–96.9 percent. For ele-
mentary school administrators, the sample size ranged from 128 to 132 across items, reflecting an item-level response rate of 92.8–95.7 percent.

Source: Authors’ analyses of University of New Hampshire survey of administrators, spring 2024.

strongly disagreed (5 percent), or were unsure (8 percent) about how their administrators felt about play-based 
learning (see table A19). (Analyses of the relationship between teachers’ perceptions of their administrators’ 
support and their implementation of play-based learning are presented later in this report.)

The barrier most frequently reported by both responding teachers and administrators was pressure to achieve aca-
demic benchmarks, followed by not enough time for teachers to plan and implement guided play. Three-quarters (75 
percent) of teachers and nearly half (49 percent) of administrators agreed or strongly agreed that pressure to 
ensure that children achieve specific academic benchmarks leaves little time for guided play (figure 11; see also 

Figure 11. Responding kindergarten teachers and elementary school administrators most commonly 
identified pressure to achieve academic benchmarks and insufficient planning and class time as barriers 
to implementing guided play, 2024 
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Note: For kindergarten teachers, the sample size was 424 across items, reflecting an item-level response rate of 95 percent. For elementary school adminis-
trators, the sample size was 129 across items, reflecting an item-level response rate of 93 percent.

a. These responses were worded positively on the survey and were reverse coded.

Source: Authors’ analyses of University of New Hampshire surveys of kindergarten teachers and administrators, spring 2024.



REL 2026–013� 15

tables A19 and A20 in appendix A). Seventy-two percent of teachers and 27 percent of administrators agreed or 
strongly agreed that teachers do not have enough time to plan for guided play. Fifty-six percent of teachers and 
25 percent of administrators agreed or strongly agreed that teachers do not have enough time to fit guided play 
into their class schedule. Although the three most frequent barriers administrators reported mirror those of 
the teachers, a smaller percentage of administrators reported these items as barriers. 

Only a fifth of responding teachers were implementing all components of the UNH three-part guided 
play model at least two times a week, including whole-group discussions before and after play 

This section describes teachers’ self-reported implementation of different types of play-based learning, including 
the three-part guided play model promoted in UNH training and coaching. It also describes variation in imple-
mentation by teachers’ experience, perceptions of administrators’ support, class size, and district characteristics.

A majority of responding teachers spent less than an hour a week on guided play and teacher-directed playful learn-
ing but an hour or more a week on free play and centers or stations. A majority of teachers reported spending an 
hour or more a week using play-based learning methods that are less teacher involved, such as centers or sta-
tions (62 percent) and free play (55 percent; figure 12; see also table A21 in appendix A). Fewer teachers reported 
spending an hour or more a week on play-based learning methods that were more teacher involved, such as 
guided play (46 percent) and teacher-directed playful learning (41 percent). Guided play was the least frequently 
reported method. The share of teachers who reported never using guided play (12 percent) was two to three 
times greater than the shares who reported never using centers or stations (6 percent), teacher-directed playful 
learning (4 percent), or free play (4 percent). Responding kindergarten teachers in the Manchester school dis-
trict did not spend significantly more time than teachers who were not in Manchester implementing any of the 
four types of play-based learning, including guided play, despite their increased opportunity to participate in 
UNH coaching (see table B6 in appendix B).

Sixty percent of responding teachers indicated that they allow students time for guided play at least twice a week, but 
only 37 percent used whole-group discussions before or after play at least twice a week, all of which are key compo-
nents of the UNH three-part guided play model. Three-fifths (60 percent) of responding teachers allowed students 
30 or more consecutive minutes of classroom time for guided play at least two times a week (figure 13; see also 
table A22 in appendix A). Far smaller percentages of teachers engaged in whole-group discussion before guided 

Figure 12. A majority of responding teachers spent less than an hour a week on guided play and teacher-
directed playful learning but an hour or more a week on free play and centers or stations, 2024
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Note: The sample size ranged from 424 to 426 across items, reflecting an item-level response rate of 95.3–95.7 percent.

Source: Authors’ analyses of University of New Hampshire survey of kindergarten teachers, spring 2024.
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Figure 13. Sixty percent of responding teachers implemented at least 30 minutes of guided play at least 
twice a week, but only a third of responding teachers implemented whole-group discussions before or 
after play at least twice a week, 2024
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Note: Across items, the sample size ranged from 424 to 425 across items, reflecting an item-level response rate of 95.3–95.5 percent. These three methods 
are the key components of the three-part guided play model promoted in University of New Hampshire coaching and training for kindergarten teachers.

Source: Authors’ analyses of University of New Hampshire survey of kindergarten teachers, spring 2024.

play to introduce new materials or support students’ planning for play at least two times a week (37 percent) 
or had a whole-group discussion after play to reflect on new learning (30 percent) at least two times a week. 
Only 19 percent of teachers reported implementing all three parts of the three-part guided play model, while 33 
percent reported never implementing all three parts (see table A23). Supplemental analyses found that teachers 
in the Manchester school district allowed students more time for guided play and implemented whole-group 
discussions after play more frequently than teachers who were not in Manchester (see table B7 in appendix B). 
This finding is likely driven by the greater participation of teachers in Manchester in UNH professional learning 
opportunities and greater familiarity with the three-part guided play model.

Responding teachers who reported that their administrators supported play-based learning implemented aspects 
of the three-part guided play model more frequently. Among teachers who agreed or strongly agreed that their 
administrators supported play-based learning, 72 percent allowed students at least 30 consecutive minutes 
of classroom time for guided play at least two times a week (figure 14; see also table A24 in appendix A). In 
contrast, among teachers who disagreed or strongly disagreed that their administrators supported play-based 
learning, only 29 percent allowed students at least 30 consecutive minutes of classroom time for guided play at 
least two times a week. A similar pattern holds for the other two parts of the guided play model (see table A24). 
These results did not change in sensitivity analyses that excluded teachers in the Manchester school district 
(see table B8 in appendix B).

Responding teachers’ implementation of the three-part guided play model was largely unrelated to teacher charac-
teristics, class size, and district characteristics, with a few exceptions. Class size was significantly related to teach-
ers implementing a whole-group discussion before guided play to introduce new materials or support students’ 
planning for play and teachers actively participating in play alongside students (see table A25 in appendix A). In 
addition, district need was significantly related to allowing students 30 or more consecutive minutes of class-
room time for guided play. For example, teachers with class sizes of fewer than 16 students had a whole-group 
discussion before guided play at twice the rate (12 percent) of teachers with class sizes of at least 16 students 
(6  percent). Some teachers and administrators identified “too many students” as a barrier to implementing 
guided play, yet teachers with larger class sizes implemented some components of the three-part guided play 
model at higher rates than teachers with smaller class sizes. However, although class size was significantly 
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Figure 14. Responding teachers who perceived their administrator to be supportive of play-based learning 
more frequently allowed students 30 or more consecutive minutes of classroom time for guided play, 2024
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Note: The sample size on this item was 424, reflecting an item-level response rate of 95.3 percent. The chi-square test of between-group differences was 
statistically significant at the p < .05 level.

Source: Authors’ analyses of University of New Hampshire survey of kindergarten teachers, spring 2024.

related to teachers’ active participation in play alongside students and district need was significantly related to 
allowing students 30 or more consecutive minutes of guided play in the full sample, these relationships were 
no longer significant in sensitivity analyses that excluded teachers in the Manchester school district (see table 
B9 in appendix B). Teacher characteristics (years of experience, education level, and certification), as well as 
district rurality, were not significantly related to teachers’ implementation of any of the components of the 
three-part guided play model.

Implications 

These study findings offer important insights into potential next steps for improving the consistency and quality 
of implementation of play-based learning practices in New Hampshire’s kindergarten classrooms. 

Responding teachers’ general familiarity with play-based learning but inconsistent familiarity 
with and implementation of the UNH three-part guided play model raises questions about the 
importance or need for an offical state model 

Following the 2018 play-based learning legislative mandate, the NHED partnered with UNH to develop resources 
and provide professional development to New Hampshire kindergarten teachers on best practices for play-based 
learning broadly and to support teachers’ use of the three-part guided play model specifically (DuBois-Garafalo 
et al., 2025). However, the NHED did not officially sanction the three-part guided play model as the official 
model for play-based learning. The current study found that a third of responding teachers reported being 
familiar with it, but only a fifth reported implementing all components of it regularly. This raises an important 
question for the NHED and the legislature: how important is it that all kindergarten teachers implement the 
same model for play-based learning? Is it sufficient for some teachers to implement free play, while others use 
teacher-led structured games? 

Ample research evidence over three decades finds that when legislation stops short of specifying the terms and 
implementation criteria for new policies, the result is widespread variation in implementation (Edelman, 1992; 
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Honig & Hatch, 2004). If New Hampshire wants teachers to specifically prioritize guided play, flanked by whole-
group conversations to facilitate planning and reflection (the three parts of the UNH guided play model), state 
education leaders might consider what levers they have available to promote a consistent model statewide. This 
might include additional legislation or regulations specifying the expectations for implementation. Alternately, 
leaders could craft a communication campaign that emphasizes the value of each part of the model, which 
could also familiarize teachers and administrators with the model. 

Responding teachers’ familiarity with and implementation of play-based learning varies by their 
teaching experience and credentials, highlighting opportunities for professional learning on 
play-based pedagogy, particularly for novice teachers

In this study, teachers new to teaching in New Hampshire engaged in professional development related to 
play-based learning at lower rates than their more experienced peers. This pattern may be driven by the 
fact that, since the 2018 legislation, more experienced teachers have had more opportunities over time to 
participate in professional learning focused on play-based learning. Many teachers new to teaching in New 
Hampshire are also likely new to teaching overall, meaning that they would have completed their course-
work for licensure since the 2018 play-based learning legislation was passed. Teacher preparation programs 
are well positioned to support new teachers’ development of play-based learning pedagogy. Despite this, 
novice teachers did not participate in coursework focused on play-based learning at higher rates than their 
more experienced peers. 

Further, only a small minority (13 percent) of teachers without early childhood licenses were exposed to course-
work about play-based learning in their teacher preparation programs. Rates of engagement with coursework 
focused on play-based learning are more than twice as high among teachers with an early childhood license, 
suggesting that early childhood teacher preparation programs may have resources or model courses to offer 
to elementary school–focused teacher preparation programs. To explore and potentially scale these resources 
and courses, the state could convene a teacher preparation summit or task force focused on best practices for 
developing novice teachers’ pedagogical skills related to play-based learning. 

Although some significant differences emerged in teachers’ familiarity with and implementation of play-
based learning by class size and district characteristics, many of these differences could be explained by the 
special focus of the UNH coaching initiative on the Manchester school district (a nonrural, higher-need dis-
trict with almost all large kindergarten classes) during the 2023/24 school year. In future efforts to measure 
and evaluate the impact of the play-based learning mandate and state-supported professional development, 
the state should continue to monitor differences in teachers’ engagement with professional learning oppor-
tunities and their familiarity with the three-part guided play model by class size and district characteristics. 
Such monitoring could identify patterns and direct resources to where they are most needed. However, when 
monitoring these differences, consideration should be given to how data and results could be influenced by 
targeted professional learning efforts in certain distrists or areas of the state, such as the Manchester school 
district.

To address key barriers to implementing play-based learning, teachers and administrators may 
benefit from additional professional learning opportunities

The most frequently reported barriers to implementing play-based learning for participants in this study 
were pressures to achieve academic benchmarks and insufficient time for planning and teaching. To address 
pressures related to meeting academic benchmarks, the state could increase teachers’ awareness of evidence 
showing that play effectively supports academic development or promote professional development that hones 
teachers’ technical and pedagogical skills in using play to develop academic skills. To address planning and 
implementation time, the state could invite schools and districts that have successfully built time for these 
activities into their schedules to share proven strategies and scheduling templates. 
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Because teachers who feel supported by administrators use play-based learning more often, 
strengthening administrator support is a promising strategy for improving implementation

Given the constraints of the available data, the mechanisms underlying the relationship between administrator 
support and teacher implementation—and its causal direction—cannot be identified. Teachers may perceive that 
their administrators support play-based learning because administrators enable the structures for implemen-
tation, or teachers may advocate for dedicated time in the schedule for guided play because they perceive that 
their administrators are open to and support play-based learning. To better leverage administrator support 
in improving play-based learning, state leaders should engage administrators and teachers in clarifying how 
administrator support influences implementation. This understanding can inform the development of a com-
munications strategy and materials or more intensive professional development opportunities that aim to 
bolster administrator support for play-based learning.
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