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A recent article in Forbes magazine posed a question that 
has always captivated entrepreneurs, business leaders, 
and politicians: What is the key to prosperity? The arti-
cle’s answer was simple: play (Townsend, 2014). A grow-
ing body of literature from developmental psychology 
and education science reinforces this conclusion (see 
Hirsh-Pasek, Golinkoff, Berk, & Singer, 2008). For exam-
ple, at-risk children who attend play-based preschools 
are significantly less likely to later be arrested for a felony 
or suspended from work than children who attend pre-
schools without an emphasis on play (Schweinhart, 
Barnes, & Weikart, 1993).

Although results like these suggest that play may sup-
port the growth of a variety of abilities, this work is pri-
marily correlational (Lillard et al., 2013). Therefore, it is 
important to temper enthusiasm for play with consider-
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2011). But for reaching specific learning goals, some 
adult support is necessary. Guided play thus has two key 
elements: child autonomy and adult guidance. This 
makes it engaging, but with the advantage of focusing 
the child on the dimensions of interest for a learning 
objective.

Guided play can take two forms. In one, adults design 
the setting to highlight a learning goal while ensuring 
that children have autonomy to explore within that  
setting. For example, high-quality museum exhibits teach 
visitors while allowing them to explore as they like. 
Research suggests that children’s relatively free explora-
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