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Abstract 
	Education is one of the most important tools we can provide children with to acquire new skills that will support their future and social development, as development starts at birth and continues into adulthood. Educational goals at each developmental stage are often shaped by societal expectations regarding later academic achievement and adult productivity (Akaba et al., 2020; Burger, 2012). School systems employed standards-based education with a backward-design approach in which curricular expectations are defined by end-of-grade outcomes (Wyoming Department of Education [WDE], 2025). This backward-design approach ends at kindergarten, prompting school systems to develop ideas about what kindergarten readiness looks like. 
	However, research now shows that learning begins way before kindergarten. Brain development has been shown to reach 90% of its adult volume by age 5 (Gilmore et al., 2018). This rapid growth demonstrates the importance of learning in the early years. When children are provided with high-quality opportunities, such as social interactions and explorative activities, they can develop skills that will be used when they enter the school system (Carulla et al., 2021). This literature review examines how play-based learning in early childhood supports kindergarten readiness and explores how early educators and kindergarten teachers can intentionally structure early learning experiences to promote long-term students' success (Rhoad-Drogalis et al., 2021). 
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Introduction 
	I found my passion for early childhood around sixteen years ago when I was offered an assistant teacher position for a local childcare center. At the time, I had no idea that this summer job would lead to my future profession. When I first started out as an educator, I had little to no understanding of what young children were capable of. I believed I was merely watching children while their parents were at work, and that I worked at a “daycare”. Over the years, as I worked with mentors and gained experience across three facilities, I came to understand the true meaning and importance of being an early education teacher. I no longer worked for a “daycare”; I worked for an early learning center that supported children's development for future success. Based on this understanding, I have developed a new passion. I aim to guide other early childhood teachers in developing skills that provide students with numerous meaningful opportunities to succeed in their future endeavors. Through this research, early childhood educators will understand the important role they play in helping children succeed through play-based learning. 
Statement of the problem 
	Early childhood has been recognized as an important period in children's learning and development (Burger, 2012; Gilmore et al., 2018; Schousboe & Winther-Lindqvist, 2013). Studies have shown that fundamental development, such as social, emotional, and cognitive skills, occurs during this critical developmental period (Burger, 2012; Schousboe & Winther-Lindqvist, 2013). When children are given opportunities to explore, create, and socialize in engaging, high-quality environments, they are better prepared for future education (Burger, 2012; Carulla et al., 2021). 
	As school systems develop curricula, they use backward design to support what children should learn in each grade level. The Wyoming Department of Education [WDE] (2025) has determined the skills and knowledge adults should possess to succeed in society.  This, in turn, informs the curriculum for each grade level on what should be learned to achieve the final goal of knowledge. Over time, the development of the curriculum we have today has made kindergarten instruction resemble what first grade used to be (Akaba et al., 2020). Young children now face higher expectations upon entering the school system. This may underscore the importance of early childhood academic skill development and opportunities, including social-emotional growth and play-based learning (Akaba et al., 2020; Rebelo et al., 2024).  
	Due to curricular developments, preschools and childcare facilities are increasingly adopting curricula to further support children's skill development (Akaba et al., 2020; Carulla et al., 2021). Accordingly, teachers may not fully implement play-based learning due to academic pressure and the ambiguity of policy definitions of play. While teachers value play-based learning, they are unable to implement it because of expectations for academic outcomes (Fesseha & Pyle, 2016; Murillo, 2018). However, this should not be the case, and this literature review will demonstrate the impact of play-based learning on academic outcomes.
Purpose
	As an early childhood educator, I have many years of experience that have taught me the importance of play-based learning. Children’s brain development from birth to age five is critical to acquiring the skills that enable them to succeed in society (Gilmore et al., 2018). It was a significant part of my daily routine, as I had children exploring a range of materials and concepts and engaging in peer interactions. This led the children in my classroom to make significant progress toward their academic goals over the course of the year. Having seen these skills grow through play activities, I believe it is my responsibility to coach other early childhood educators on the importance of play-based learning (Bass & Bonawitz, 2024). 
	All too often, I see early childhood educators striving to prepare children for kindergarten, but they focus only on the academic side. Research indicates that current curricula require Kindergarten students to do things that used to be for ‘first graders' (Akaba et al., 2020). Early educators are feeling pressure to prioritize academic preparation to ensure children are deemed “kindergarten ready.” They tend to have students complete worksheets, keep them seated longer than necessary, and set unnecessary expectations. This is based on their understanding of what children will be asked to do in kindergarten. However, given children’s developmental trajectories and how they learn and play, play-based learning is widely supported as an effective approach to preparing them for kindergarten (Akaba et al., 2020; Carulla et al., 2021; Dever et al., 2025). 
	The purpose of this literature review is to inform early childhood educators that, although school districts require high academic knowledge for kindergarten entry, they should still use play-based learning in their classrooms (Bass & Bonawitz, 2024; Gonzalez-Moreno et al., 2014; Mohammed, 2023). It will demonstrate that play-based learning can help young children develop the academic skills they need. This should reduce pressure on educators to require rigid learning and enable children to explore and develop their own learning opportunities. 
Research Questions 
	This research project was guided by the following questions: 
1. Does play-based learning help support young children in kindergarten readiness? 
2. What skills and development stages does play-based learning support, which is suggested for kindergarten? 

Methodology 
 	For this literature review, information was collected from peer-reviewed articles and books. Some articles and books were provided by professors from all my classes for my Curriculum and Instruction degree. Other articles and books were provided through professional development courses I have taken over the years for my teaching experience. The remaining articles and books were identified by searching the University of Wyoming Library database for relevant keywords. Keywords included: Early childhood, Kindergarten, Developmental skills, and Brain development. 
	I chose to utilize a narrative literature review. This process consisted of researching, evaluating, and synthesizing multiple peer-reviewed articles and books. Articles and books were selected for their descriptions of early childhood and their connections to kindergarten, developmental skills, and play-based learning. They were included for their relevance to early childhood education and development and their connection to future academic outcomes, such as kindergarten readiness. All peer-reviewed articles were selected for their recent research supporting contemporary thinking, and all resources were published between 2003 and 2025.
	The literature was organized and categorized to support this project and address the research questions. The categories developed the layout of this literature review. For example, some peer-reviewed articles reported on their personal experiences with play-based learning, thereby clarifying what it is, how it is implemented, and how it supports the development of young children. Another example is studies showing students' growth after different learning opportunities. Drawing on this organization, this literature review will discuss the history of early education and kindergarten, and how play-based learning can connect these two concepts.  

Chapter 2: Literature Review 
Theoretical Framework 
	During the literature review, many concepts related to young children emerged. The literature reviewed how children play during their preschool years. During observations and personal experiences, concepts related to young children’s development were evident. Evidence of children’s exploration and their ties to skills that correspond to being ready for kindergarten (Bresson & King, 2022; Burger, 2012; Mohammed, 2023). These studies and the understanding of children's play have been the subject of research for many years (Catucci et al., 2024, Fesseha & Pyle, 2016; Markova-Lama, 2013). 
	Friedrich Froebel was a nineteenth-century scientist who had a significant impact on educational philosophy (Watts, 2021). He used his scientific skills and fundamental practices to shape his teaching. Froebel drew on his knowledge of the natural world and connected it to humanity. He believed that “In order to be educative, the child must have a sense of the purpose, meaning, and joy of activities, and that they involve wonder, concentration, unity, and satisfaction” (Watts, 2021, p. 1191). This highlighted his philosophy of including more play-based learning than instructional learning. 
	Lev Vygotsky was a seminal Russian psychologist who developed the Sociocultural Theory in the twentieth century (Veraksa & Samuelsson, 2022). This theory suggests that many different factors shape the individual’s learning. Vygotsky believed that children developed abstract thought, self-regulation, symbolic representation, and emotional control through active, imaginative, rule-based social play. Vygotsky concluded, “Humans are social beings, so the socio-cultural conditions deeply transform them, developing several new forms and ways of behavior. A careful study of these forms of features is the specific task of psychological science” (Veraksa & Samuelsson, 2022, p. 12). This supports the idea that personal interactions can develop the social skills and behaviors that are important as children get older. 
	Jean Piaget, another twentieth-century Swiss psychologist, asked “how an organism could adapt to its environment” (Veraksa & Samuelsson, 2022, p. 74). He states that play should be an ever-evolving process. “Play is determined by a certain orientation of the behavior” (Veraksa & Samuelsson, 2022, p. 74). Piaget placed preschool children into the preoperational stage of cognitive development. This helped develop the educational goals to be achieved during these stages. Piaget believed that play would help develop these educational goals. The important part is to give children the space and opportunities to experience these important concepts. 
	Within the literature review, many articles align with these theories and these theorists. Guided play, exploration, structured interactions, and the development of executive function through play are all considered essential to children's development (Bass & Bonawitz, 2024; Carulla et al., 2021; Schousboe & Winther-Lindqvist, 2013). These studies and personal experience support the belief that play-based learning is beneficial for children’s growth. Through play, children demonstrate measurable developmental outcomes (Carulla et al., 2021). Play provides a context in which children naturally engage in problem-solving, language use, social negotiation, and self-regulation, thereby demonstrating key developmental competencies (Burger, 2012; Schousboe & Winther-Lindqvist, 2013). 
	This study is grounded in the sociocultural theory and constructivist perspectives on learning, which emphasize the role of social interaction, guided exploration, and active engagement in children’s cognitive and social development. These theoretical perspectives influenced the development of early childhood education programs, including the early formation of preschool systems. 
Preschool History 
	Over the years, different theories have influenced preschool development. Many of those theories lead to play-based learning. To understand play-based learning and its importance, we must examine the History of preschool and its development. Burger (2012) discussed that childcare was established in France to address concerns about young children’s well-being. They were working towards ending child labor in the 1840s. In the United States, nurseries were founded as independent efforts and funded solely by private charity. This helped families take their young children somewhere while both parents worked. Families of this time had a hard time making ends meet. This required women and older children to leave the household and earn their keep. War also played a large role as men were sent off to fight, and women were then widowed. Childcare helped the women to get jobs rather than resorting to prostitution. 
	Burger (2012) explains that as everything develops, doubts arise. Many believed that nurseries were taking the raising away from mothers. It was their job to teach the children about family dynamics, culture, and rules. However, over time, demand grew for a place for children to go while their parents worked. Funding was scarce, so various resources were developed over the years to support the development of daycares. As resources grew, places for your child to attend became more common. 
	Burger (2012) discussed how, in this way, childcare developed structures were created to help give it meaning rather than merely being watched. What childcare could and would become was important for many families to help their children develop. It was no longer just a place to leave your child while you worked; it became a place where children could socialize, learn rules, and even acquire new skills. 
	Today, early childhood care is recognized as an essential part of early childhood development (Mohammed, 2023). During these early years, children develop social and self-help skills, language, healthy bodies, and an understanding of social norms. Based on this knowledge, families have found that picking an early childhood education and care (ECEC) program for their child is crucial.
	Gonzalez-Moreno et al. (2014) examine current early childhood policies. These policies have been in place for years in early childhood studies. It has become clear that multiple factors must be in place to ensure equitable and high-quality access for young children. The Ministry of Education and Childhood and Adolescence Code has created polices that cover children under 5 years of age. As early childhood programs became more common, researchers and policymakers began examining what constituted high-quality early childhood education environments (Woodhead, 2006). 
Quality in Early Childhood 
	Given that early childhood is both created and essential, we can examine the qualities it entails. Many theories have contributed to shaping ideas about what early childhood education could be. These theories emphasize the child, their differences, and their needs (Woodhead, 2006). A high-quality ECEC program provides numerous opportunities for children to explore, experiment, and develop skills. The child feels safe and supported, enabling them to achieve academic, social, and emotional success (Bass & Bonawitz, 2024; Burger, 2012; Nganga, 2015; Mohammed, 2023). This literature review will discuss the many factors that contribute to high-quality ECEC that support a child's development. 
	With qualified facilities, you need qualified teachers. If teachers are not available to support learning positively, the facilities tend not to be of high quality. Wyatt (2021) argued that Froebel believed that a facility required knowledgeable teachers. When a teacher understood children and how they developed, they could create high-quality opportunities that caused effective teaching and learning. This included a teacher who knew how to encourage and guide a child's learning, rather than resorting to punishment and rigid instruction. The teacher could draw on the child’s interests and ‘gifts’ to design their learning. 
	Alongside Froebel’s belief in qualified teachers, Nganga (2015) argues that teachers should also learn and develop culturally responsive teaching (CRT). Teachers who include the whole child and help incorporate their culture help all children to feel welcome in the environment. This encourages the teacher to get to know each student in their classroom. By knowing their students, they can develop optimal learning environments for all students in their care. Catucci et al. (2024) explains that the teacher's role is to lead activities that promote learning and development, both indoors and outdoors. They believe that the outcomes of such positive interactions have significant implications. 
	Once a qualified teacher is in place, we will examine the location and the classroom itself. Environments are another important consideration in high-quality early childhood care. Froebel in 1837 created ‘kindergartens’- children’s gardens where “they were designed to be physically safe but intellectually challenging, promoting curiosity, enquiry, sensory stimulation and aesthetic awareness” (Watts, 2021). This gave the children the opportunity to explore, observe, and interact with open-ended materials. They would be able to play and be creative with their experiences. 
	Mohammed (2023) gives us a list of examples of what an environment should incorporate: 
· Physical Environment: Physical space is safe and comfortable. 
· Emotional environment: promotes positive relationships and a sense of belonging.
· Structured routine: predictable that provides children security and familiarity. 
· Age-appropriate materials: materials that are developmentally appropriate for children. 
· Positive reinforcement: encourages positive behavior and fosters a sense of self-esteem and confidence in children. 
· Collaborative approach: Parents and caregivers work together to provide a supportive environment. 
	When teachers incorporate these ideas, they create an environment that encourages positive, supportive exploration, thereby enabling children to have optimal learning experiences (Mohammed, 2023; Sandseter, 2010). The environment must extend beyond the interior; it must also include the exterior. Outdoor environments have been expanded to encompass children’s everyday experiences. Froebel also believed that children’s outdoor play was just as important as learning inside. His pedagogical ideas showed that being outdoors enhanced learning (Sandseter, 2010; Watts, 2021). Children who can explore, play, and tend a garden would help foster a sense of responsibility (Catucci et al., 2024).  
	Along with the environment, the materials provided to children are equally important. When children are in a high-quality environment, they have access to many meaningful, appropriate, developmental, and open-ended materials. Teachers use this opportunity to provide tools that inspire exploration and testing (Burger, 2012; Catucci et al., 2024; Murillo, 2018; Rebelo et al., 2024; Veraksa & Samuelsson, 2022). These materials should be considered in light of the children's interests, preferences, and needs. Materials provide many opportunities for children to explore, such as drawing, modeling, and designing. They should also be culturally diverse to help all students feel welcome in the classroom, such as dolls, pictures, and costumes. Natural materials, such as sticks, leaves, or items from the child's outdoor world, help the child explore through hands-on manipulation (Catucci et al., 2024). 
	Along with materials, educators must tailor the schedule to give children sufficient time to explore them. (Murillo, 2018). When educators take all this information into account when selecting materials, they can support a high-quality, open-ended, play-based learning environment. “Insufficient leadership and involvement by educators, as well as inadequate availability of materials, can restrict children’s opportunities to play and learn” (Catucci et al., 2024). The main goal when choosing materials is to help enrich the child’s activities. 
	Along with these ways to create a high-quality environment, children can be successful in their daily experiences. Being with a knowledgeable educator in a safe, exploratory environment, and having open-ended, interesting materials help engage children. These, in turn, help develop strong skills that will be beneficial when entering kindergarten (Burger, 2012; Carulla et al., 2021).
Early education developmental skills 
	Now that we have learned how to develop high-quality early education, this section discusses what children are learning in early childhood education. With my personal experience, I have watched many children grow through play. By understanding students and identifying their interests, I can create lessons that are meaningful to them and give them opportunities to learn new skills. When they are engaged and having fun, the skills can stick with them and develop stronger over time. The assessments I have taken reflect the improvements in my care over the year. 
	Through the articles, I have found that many others have had the same experiences as I have. Cognitive, motor, memory, behavioral, social, communication, writing, math, and practical skills are only a few that researchers have found to be developing in preschool-aged children (Burger, 2012; Carulla et al., 2021; Mollborn et al., 2018; Schousboe & Winther-Lindqvist, 2013).  These skills are considered important to develop by adulthood (Burger, 2012). When adults have these skills, it is considered a way they will support society's improvement. 
	Schousboe and Winther-Lindqvist (2013) discussed how today's society uses standardized measurements to assess excellence in skill. Based on these measurements, children are required to learn new skills earlier. However, we should not deprive children of their ability to play. Several studies show that play supports positive skill development over the years (Akaba et al., 2020; Carulla et al., 2021; Mohammed, 2023). An example of this is the observation of toddlers and preschool children. When toddlers play, they use their everyday experiences and understanding to pretend. Such as making a cake and serving it to people. When preschoolers play, they take their everyday experiences and understandings and expand on them with their own imagination. Such as pirates, princesses, cops & robbers, or Dinosaurs. These kinds of play help with social-emotional and cognitive skills. 
	Vygotsky suggests using trial-and-error play to develop a range of skills (Veraksa & Samuelsson, 2022). He believes that the type of play in which children test something out before figuring out how to make it work covers a wide range of skills. Children are given materials and opportunities to explore and test their ideas by making things. When they fail, they can try something different until they understand the material and find a solution. These skills the children are learning are science, math, motor, and cognitive skills. 
	Sandseter (2010) argues that outdoor play provides opportunities for children to engage in risk-taking experiences that support motor development, confidence, and problem-solving. In many cases, when outside and with thoughtfully prepared materials, children can take the time to move their bodies (Catucci et al., 2024; Sandseter, 2010). They are developing their motor skills by running, jumping, and climbing. During this time, motor skills are being challenged, and those muscles are being used to build strength. Children are also developing social skills by engaging in imaginative, rule-based learning with other children. 
	Rebelo et al. (2024) states “Piaget (1962) and Smilansky (1968) conceptualized play as being functional, dramatic, constructive, and with rules. Functional play may be categorized into two types of behaviors- self-directed or directed to others- and it is characterized by the presence of movements or object manipulation as a learning vehicle for abilities. Moreover, it is a highly important factor in the acquisition of communication skills” (p. 28). This shows that many types of play can support development in young children.  
	Developing skills through play is something all educators should understand (Schousboe & Winther-Lindqvist, 2013). When educators can identify which skills are used during play, they can demonstrate to families how children are learning. These articles and literature reviews demonstrate the many skills that children learn throughout the day as they play. The essential piece here is that educators need to give children opportunities to use play to develop those important skills. These skills are then linked to what is considered required for kindergarten entry. 
Play-based curriculum 
	Play can be difficult to define because it is always shifting and takes different forms across individuals and age groups (Sandseter, 2010). There are a few ideas about what children’s play is generalized to be. A common recognition is that it is “inner directed with the activity being more important than its ends” (Sandseter, 2010, p. 20). Now that we have identified the skills preschool children acquire through play, let's look at how educators can apply this knowledge to develop a play-based curriculum. Froebel's thinking about children’s abilities and development is what sparked the play-based curriculum (Watts, 2021). After creating kindergarten, he believed that all learning must begin with the learner. The best way to learn was to be curious and explore with questions and actions. This helped to develop children’s independence. 
	Reflecting on why we play is essential to understanding how play is effective in a preschool environment. It has been found that young children learn best when they are engaged in hands-on, relevant, and joyful experiences that not only guide their play but also help them understand the world (Bresson & King, 2022). The National Association for the Education of Young Children [NAEYC] (2022) recognizes that preschoolers are not only future kindergarteners but also former toddlers, entering a most expansive middle stage of development. Cognitive, social-emotional, and physical learning and development are key areas being developed during this age. 
	Another play-based learning activity in preschool involves peer interactions. Playing with peers is an important social development that fosters social skills and problem-solving (Neal et al., 2024). Children in a preschool setting have greater opportunities to engage with same-age peers through various types of play. This supports the idea that such a developmental transition can lead to future replications, even into middle childhood. 
	Piaget’s theory holds that when children can actively explore and manipulate objects, they can advance their cognitive development (Veraksa & Samuelsson, 2022). Using this understanding, educators want to create open-ended activities that allow children to use the materials however they want. Children should be allowed to bring their knowledge and understanding of their world into the activity. These supports scaffold the children’s everyday experiences rather than doing it for them. 
	Zero to Three (2024) is a national, nonpartisan, nonprofit organization that was established in 1977. They are dedicated to ensuring babies and toddlers (birth to age three) have a strong, healthy start in life. They believe that promoting early development gives children opportunities to support brain and mental health development and early learning. They developed a guide to help educators and families understand the importance of early learning skills and how to incorporate them into their everyday lives. Zero to Three (2004) states that children are born ready to learn and that children develop and learn in their own ways. 
	Zero to Three (2004) discusses that for children to be eager learners, they need to be able to develop four key areas: 
1. Language and literacy skills: Learning to communicate through gestures, sounds, and words. 
2. Thinking Skills: Children use and develop an understanding of math concepts, such as counting, sorting, and problem-solving skills. 
3. Self-Control: Ability to express and manage emotions in appropriate ways. 
4. Self-confidence: To feel competent and believe in themselves, they are more willing to take on new challenges, get along with others, share, compete, and make friends. 
By understanding these four key areas, we can use children’s interests to develop activities that help them build these skills. Zero to Three (2004) explains that everyday experiences are great learning opportunities. Taking those small moments as opportunities for teaching can help shape a child’s developmental skills. 
 	Catucci et al. (2024) also follow these small moments by providing guided play, characterized by continuous scaffolding and adult feedback that help children achieve their goals, interests, and democratic values. This gives children the ability to be part of the curriculum's development. Taking up activities that interest children will deepen their understanding. 
	Schousboe & Winther-Lindqvist (2013) say that “school situations where children are forced through the curriculum without attempts to get them engaged and in which they are forced to apply technical or conceptual rules mechanically, there is no play-based curriculum, but mainly drill and practice learning for mastery” (p. 240). This shows that children learning have a hard time being successful. Instead, Schousboe & Winther-Lindqvist (2013) suggest allowing children to participate in activities that allow them to explore these practices. This improves participation, accomplishment, and the value of learning. 
	As play is an important part of learning, we must consider academic skills that might not develop if they were treated solely as play (Rebelo et al., 2024; Rhoad-Drogalis et al., 2021; Schousboe & Winther-Lindqvist, 2013). Activities also need to incorporate academic skills. We can still create an open-ended, free environment for students' exploration while also incorporating academic skills. Markova-Lama (2013) discusses how children exposed to components of academic learning benefit more than those engaged in free play or other non-academic activities. By including math, science, and literacy in activities aligned with children’s interests, they can continue to explore and deepen their learning. 
	One example of this is a sensory bin that is filled with colored rice, measuring cups, funnels, a whisk, trays, bowls, and large spoons (Wyoming Early Childhood State Advisory Council, 2022). Preschool-age children enjoy scooping and dumping. They can use the materials however they like and explore them in many ways. While in the center, adults can ask open-ended questions that encourage children to think deeply. The questions could include: 
· How can you use these measuring cups? (Discuss what a measuring cup is and how they can read the amount.) 
· How many cups filled the bowl? 
· What would happen if you dumped the rice into the funnel? How can you prevent the rice from coming out the bottom? 
By using these questions, the educator can also incorporate those academic skills. In this example, you can see that the questions support learning in math and science (Wyoming Early Childhood State Advisory Council, 2022). Children can learn how to count how many “cups” they use. Depending on children's developmental skills, you can also use ½-cup and ¼-cup measures. In science, children are learning about cause and effect by observing what happens when they dump it into the funnel (Bresson & King, 2022). 
	We can see that play-based learning has been a topic of discussion for many years. Studies and discussions continue to show that quality childcare and play-based learning help develop children’s various developmental skills. It is the educators' duty to take the children's interests and understanding of the materials into account and to build a play-based curriculum that invites and encourages the children. Expanding and deepening teaching skills to build an early learning community that works alongside students enhances children’s development (Bresson & King, 2022). Many of the skills developed during this time help students prepare for success when they start attending the school district. 


Kindergarten History 
	Preschool learning helps children develop skills for kindergarten. Now that we have investigated the implications of Preschool, this section will take a look at the history of kindergarten. Kindergarten was developed by Friedrich Froebel, who believed it would be a time when children would grow and develop (Watts, 2021). As kindergarten became more common and developed, many things have changed since Froebel’s vision. Now, in most states, children who turn 5 by a certain date are required to start attending school (WDE, 2025). This is the start of most children's education, and school systems must follow a set of standards. These standards help educators create lessons that will help students reach the desired standards before they move on to the next grade. 
Kindergarten readiness 
	Since the early 1990s, families and early childhood educators have shown growing interest in kindergarten readiness (Akaba et al., 2020). The definition has multidimensional aspects that involve several domains. Many Kindergartens today follow standards to help them understand how to support students in reaching the next grade level. Each state has different content standards and regulations for school districts to follow. This literature review will focus on the Wyoming Content Standards and how school districts use them to develop their curricula. The Wyoming state board created content standards for K-12 students (WDE, 2025). Each student is expected to be taught these standards and assessed by using the District’s Assessment System. In Figure 1, a table shows which content areas are being taught and which grade band they are assessed in.  


Figure 1 
Content area standards set in 2023 are depicted in each grade band 
[image: ]
Note. Students must be assessed through the District’s Assessment System on the Performance Standards in each gray-shaded content area/grade band cell containing “Performance Standards” on the table, unless the corresponding cell for grade band and content are is marked with “Elective,” in which case the Performance Standards would be required to be assessed only for students who elected to take that course (WDE, 2025).  
	From Figure 1, we can see that many content areas are taught in school. However, some will already be assessed by the end of the year. The WDE (2025) has provided a list of these content areas, key ideas, and details on what the child's demonstration will look like. These are the content area standards: 
· Kindergarten English Language Arts (ELA): Reading (literature, informational text, and foundational skills), Writing, Speaking and Listening, and Language.
· Kindergarten Science: Physical Science, Earth and Space Science, and Engineering and Design.
· Kindergarten Math: Counting and Cardinality, Operations and Algebraic Thinking, Measurement and Data, and Geometry.
· Grade K–2 Social Studies: Citizenship; Government and Democracy; Culture and Cultural Diversity; Production, Distribution, and Consumption; Time, Continuity, and Change; People, Places, and Environments; and Technology, Literacy, and Global Connections.
· Grade K–5 Career and Vocational Education: Career Development, Communication, Critical Thinking, Technical Literacy, and Technical Proficiency.
· Grade K–2 Health: Health Information, Problem Solving, Effective Communication, and Personal Responsibility.
· Grade K–2 Physical Education: Movement, Fitness, and Personal Behavior.
· Grade K–12 Foreign/World Language: Interpretive, Interpersonal, and Presentational.
· Grade K–2 World Languages and Cultures: Communication and Cultures.
· Grade K–2 Computer Science: Computing Systems, Networks and the Internet, Data Analysis, Algorithms and Programming, and Impacts of Computing.
· Grade K–2 Fine and Performing Arts: Create, Present, Respond, and Connect.
	Each of these standards prepares kindergarten teachers to develop lessons that help kindergarten students acquire these skills in just one school year. Many of the skills carry over into the next grade, but there are still requirements to meet by the end of the year (WDE, 2025). Teachers then expect children to handle a more structured, academically oriented classroom (Akaba et al., 2020). To help promote success in these opportunities, school/kindergarten readiness requires children to be physically healthy, socially and emotionally developed, have strong language development, and be ready to learn with strong cognitive abilities (Dever et al., 2025).
	To help determine children's readiness, some school districts have standardized developmental screening tools. These tools can assess hearing, vision, socioemotional functioning, dental health, and family functioning to evaluate children’s readiness (Dever et al., 2025). Wyoming uses an assessment tool called IFK (Hamel, 2021). This tool is supported by preschool teachers, elementary teachers, families, and community members to identify student readiness. It measures the nine foundational skill areas: Representation, Language, Writing, Reading, Geometric and Algebraic math, Number sense and operations, Science, Relationships, self-regulation, and social problem solving. 
	Schools would also discuss how self-regulation and social skills are important for being ready to enter the school setting (Rhoad-Droglis et al., 2021). Educators have found that when children demonstrate self-regulation and positive group play, they learn more effectively. Although academic skills are important for kindergarten readiness, social skills are the most important. To support the skills needed for kindergarten, we need to consider the importance of children attending preschool or learning at home. Exposure to such social interactions helps children develop those skills (Rhoad-Drogalis et al., 2021). 
Connections with preschool children 
	While kindergarten readiness expectations have increased, researchers have increasingly examined how preschool experiences influence children’s readiness for school (Dever et al., 2024; Rhoad-Drogalis et al., 2020). Preschool environments provide structured opportunities for children to engage in social interaction, cooperative play, and guided learning, which support the development of academic and self-regulation skills (Carulla et al., 2021; Neal et al., 2024). These foundational competencies enable children to engage more effectively with academic instruction geared toward kindergarten entry. These findings suggest that early educational experiences, especially those that cater to children's interests and foster a play-based environment, support the transition to kindergarten and the school system. 
Children without Early Childhood experiences 
	As this study shows, preschool experiences help children develop skills for academic success. However, sometimes children cannot have those experiences. For many reasons, children may not be able to attend preschool or have those opportunities to expand and learn their skills. Early life shapes later life, and it is important to know when children enter kindergarten (Mollborn et al., 2018). 
	Mollborn et al. (2018) conducted a study showing that children who maintain consistent routines and have fewer transitions in their lives prior to kindergarten are more likely to succeed in kindergarten. He found that students who moved frequently had lower socioeconomic status (SES) were more likely to be teen parents. This study suggests that minimizing frequent moves during the preschool years may support children’s continuity of experiences and development, when possible. If moving does need to happen, families should take action to promote positive interactions that reinforce social and academic skills to increase socioeconomic status. 
	Hamel (2021) discusses a study on kindergarten readiness in Wyoming. They found that children in preschool performed better academically than those who did not attend. The information they retained led them to understand why children were unable to attend preschool. Many families were found not to have the funds to support their children's preschool attendance. In response to these findings, the WDE created a program called Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), which funds preschool programs for eligible families. This is to encourage more children to attend high-quality preschool and increase their kindergarten readiness. These findings highlight the importance of expanding access to early childhood education so that all children have opportunities to develop foundational skills before kindergarten. 
How to bridge the gap between preschool and kindergarten
	After reviewing all the research and theories on preschool and its connection to kindergarten, we must now discuss how we can make this possible for all young children. Given that not all children will have the opportunity to attend preschool, there needs to be ways to support children everywhere in bridging the gap. A disconnect with this literature is the inability to reach children who cannot attend high-quality preschool (Burger, 2012). 
	Burger (2012) discusses the large gaps in families' ability to attend preschool. Children from economically disadvantaged backgrounds may have fewer opportunities to access formal early childhood programs, which can influence exposure to certain school-based social and academic experiences. Families need to be able to find resources that help them have more social encounters. There are many local programs that look to help bridge this gap. 
	Local programs in Wyoming include: 
· Head start of Wyoming 
· Wy Quality Counts 
· Wyoming Early Childhood Outreach Network (WyECON) 
· Wyoming Department of Education (TANF program) 
· ECARES 
· Department of Family Services (DFS) 
· Wyoming CLIMB 
· McKinney-Vento 
	These services help families in a range of areas, from financial assistance to family guidance to support for children at home. When families use these resources, it helps bridge the gap. Families and educators need to advocate for children during this important time in children's skill development. 
	Another way to close the gap is for educators to work closely with the school district. When early childhood educators understand the skills needed to enter kindergarten, they can incorporate these skills into their classroom environments. Early childhood educators who continue to educate themselves and refine their teaching skills improve children’s everyday experiences (Watts, 2021). Many professional development sessions and courses are available to support teachers in growing and developing alongside the children. 
	Local professional development includes: 
· Wyoming Early Childhood Professional Learning Collaborative (WECPLC) 
· WY Quality Counts 
· Developmental Preschool 
· Wyoming Early Childhood Behavioral Consultants (WECBC) 
	By using these resources, early childhood educators can gain knowledge on the impact they have on children’s lives. By gaining this knowledge, they can understand how children develop and what lessons they can create to give children the best opportunities to learn and grow. 
Brain Development in Early Childhood 
	Early childhood has been recognized as an important stage of cognitive and behavioral development that lasts a lifetime (Gilmore et al., 2018). Gilmore et al. state, “Basic structural and functional framework of the human brain is in place by the second year of life and perhaps even earlier.” After birth, white matter and gray matter start to connect. These neurons that start connecting will grow stronger with the repeated use of those skills. Over time, if those neurons are not used, they begin to decrease. This shows the importance of early educators using these moments to give children many opportunities to strengthen those neural connections. Figure 2 shows the rapid connection from birth to 24 months of age. 
Figure 2 
Synapse numbers increase quickly after birth, peaking at 2-4 years
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Note: Widespread migration of new neurons, mainly inhibitory interneurons, to the cingulate cortex and superior frontal gyrus in the first 5 months after birth. These studies suggest that neurogenesis in early childhood contributes to grey-matter expansion in at least some areas of the frontal lobe (Gilmore et al., 2018, p. 124). 
	These connections help children develop new skills (Gilmore et al., 2018). They are testing their world, and when something happens, such as a baby crying, it gets food, or a preschool student asks for help and gets support; those connections strengthen. Along with the formation of neural connections, the brain itself also increases significantly during these early years. Understanding brain development and how it grows significantly in these first years allows us to incorporate this knowledge into our activities (Gilmore et al., 2018). Educators should ask themselves how they can turn these everyday experiences into activities that build healthy brain connections. Figure 3 shows the growth of the brain in the first two years of life. The significant size indicates that the brain is developing rapidly during a short period of life. 

Figure 3
Grey matter and white matter overall brain size 
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Note: T1-weighted (T1w) and T2-weighted (T2w) images, between birth and age 2 years. Note the doubling of overall brain size between birth and 1 year, with more gradual growth after age 1. In the neonate T1 scan, note that most white matter is not myelinated and therefore appears darker than cortical grey matter. (Gilmore et al. 2018). 
	Understanding how children’s brains develop in the first 5 years enables educators to create an early childhood curriculum that offers many opportunities for meaningful connections. Because early brain development is strongly influenced by environmental experiences, early childhood centers play a critical role in shaping children’s learning opportunities. 
How Play-based learning affects brain development 
	Children who receive repeated practice in daily skills can build those skills more effectively by strengthening neural connections (Gilmore et al., 2018). Recent studies have shown that when children play, they use the time to test hypotheses and resolve uncertainty (Bass & Bonawitz, 2024). As children develop, their explorations become more directed and efficient, which suggests that many skills are being built during play. 
	Studies have demonstrated that children who come from an environment with high stressors, depression, and anxiety have been associated with reduced volumes of cortical grey matter (Gilmore et al., 2018). To improve development, studies help us understand how genetic and environmental influences affect us and identify risk biomarkers before cognitive and clinical abnormalities arise. Exposing children to more positive, safe, and highly engaging environments supports their brain development. 
	Carulla et al. (2021) have found that executive functions are considered higher-order functions. During play sessions, Carulla et al. (2021) observed many trajectories in peer interactions. Trajectories such as children's responses, attention, emotional skills, and role coordination were observed. These were observed in classrooms that had focused child interactions, positive and safe areas, and promoted social-emotional learning. “Play is important for children's natural development to occur in situations that are motivating. Play can involve teacher-designed, play-based learning activities, play world, or socio-dramatic play (Carulla et al., 2021, p. 3).” 
	Overall, it has been shown that children who attend or have positive play experiences have experienced significant brain growth (Bass & Bonawitz, 2024; Carulla et al., 2021; Sparling & Meunier, 2019). Children who are given hands-on, real-world activities help develop white and gray matter, promoting brain growth and switching. Those connections develop cognitive, social, and motor skills that are important in adolescence and adulthood. Families and educators play large roles in providing children with these opportunities. 

 The Role of Early Childhood Centers 
	Now that we understand the importance of play, this section will look at what adults in children’s lives can do to support them. Early learning centers have a lot of responsibility for developing centers that help children grow, and have many things to consider. When children attend an early childhood center, it should have a focus on play-based learning. There are many different approaches to play-based learning (Mohammed, 2023). A center should be guided by different philosophies and theories that support and guide its teachers' teaching practices. These approaches help children to learn and understand the world around them by giving them the opportunity to explore and discover on their own. 
	These centers should consider implementing a culturally responsive, anti-bias curriculum (Nganga, 2015; Woodhead, 1998). By doing this, children feel safe and welcome at the center, which in turn helps them feel comfortable exploring and discovering the curriculum the center has developed. The curriculum incorporates children’s interests and the real-world experiences they have been exposed to. To help bridge the gap between preschool and kindergarten, centers can incorporate standards aligned with kindergarten readiness. 
	Wyoming created the Wyoming Early Learning Standards to communicate the values of early childhood and empower educators to incorporate them into their practice (Wyoming Early Childhood State Advisory Council, 2022).  This is a child-focused tool that supports educators' understanding of what skills children are learning during their everyday play. These standards include: 
	-Relationships and Interactions: Emotional Development; Social Development; Culture, family, and community. 
	- Communication: Communication, Literacy. 
· Cognition: Approaches to learning, Mathematics, Scientific reasoning. 
· Physical Health and Development: Physical development, Daily living skills. 
	Finally, adding qualified, willing educators who are committed to deepening their understanding and education of young children will help the center have a strong influence on its preschoolers. When a teacher understands young children, they can do many things in the classroom to support their students. 
Strategies for Early Education Teachers 
	Teachers can create a meaningful, safe space for all students to explore. When they take the time to develop an environment rich in learning opportunities, the children are well-prepared for kindergarten. Taking the children and their interests into account will be key to developing these areas. Let's look at different types of strategies educators can use in their classrooms. 
Environment 
	The environment is a space that helps children feel comfortable and invited and enables them to develop independence and mobility skills (Bresson & King, 2022). The arrangement of the environment should meet both the teachers’ and the children’s needs. It is suggested that educators use the environment as a “third teacher” to help teachers spend more time in positive interactions (Wyoming Quality Learning Network, 2020). 
	Educators need to consider a few definitions when creating the environment. The first one is, is the environment safe? Safe means that “both the adult and children are emotionally, physically, and mentally protected from discomfort and danger” (Wyoming Quality Learning Network, 2020, p. 21). Is the environment respectful? Respectful is defined as “an immediate message of belonging that make everyone feel welcomed, involved, and empowered” (p. 25). Is the Environment predictable? Predictability is “children know what to expect or anticipate that calms and soothes their senses, provides stability and reliability” (p. 29).  Last, we need to question whether the environment is accessible. Accessible means: “to be readily available and easy to be reached. Environments are organized to ensure each person can easily navigate them and experience success” (p. 33). All these questions can help guide educators into create a high-quality environment. 
	After educators create an environment that answers all these questions, they can start to see other ways to help children feel confident in the classroom. Creating intentional activities with meaningful materials will help children to stay engaged and develop greater skills (Bresson & King, 2022). Let’s look at the ideas on how to create these. 
Students’ Interest
	Building on children’s interests will help create meaningful learning experiences. Learning experiences are moments in the child’s everyday life that are familiar and meet curiosity (Wyoming Quality Learning Network, 2020). “Learning is a process of building new and deeper understanding about the world and acquiring and refining skills” (p. 37). These experiences help to optimize children’s interests and build relationships. 
	Providing children with positive relationship-building experiences is important for developing their eagerness to engage with materials in complex ways (Bresson & King, 2022). Using inquiry-based learning, such as projects, themes, and investigations, helps children to wonder, ask questions, and seek answers. The idea is that children can explore, and there is no right or wrong answer. 
	When children express interest in a topic, educators have a responsibility to let that interest guide what to study next (Bresson & King, 2022). To figure this out, educators are encouraged to incorporate a child-directed activity with open-ended materials and observe what the children do with them. Then use this moment to ask questions and reinforce children’s knowledge. Then educators can use that information to develop a lesson on what the children talk about. These learning experiences help educators notice what activates curiosity and creates those meaningful connections (Wyoming Quality Learning Network, 2020). 
	All these ideas of learning experiences help children develop. However, children won't want to explore if they do not feel safe. To help them feel safe in the classroom, educators need to develop those positive relationships. Relationships are always important to develop when children first start at the facility. We will examine how educators can develop this skill. 
Positive relationships 
	When relationships are strong and positive, children can develop and learn more effectively (Wyoming Quality Learning Network, 2020). Vygotsky proposed that interactions and learning go hand in hand. These interactions are part of our everyday lives, and when they convey “I care about you,” they lead to strong, trusting relationships. When educators have strong relationships, they then understand their students more. To build those strong relationships, teachers intertwined their everyday pedagogical practices with children’s natural play (Catucci et al., 2024). 
	Relationships are closely linked to play and developmental areas, aligning with trust, construct analysis, and stability (Burger, 2012; Rebelo et al., 2024; Schousboe & Winther-Lindqvist, 2013). Positive relationships have been found to be linked to vocabulary, mathematical skills, and social skills. Students who have had access to strong relationships have been found to be more ready to learn when attending kindergarten (Burger, 2012). Children can have those positive relationships even when not in an early care center. 
	To maintain a high-quality relationship, certain variables need to be present. Having authentic, responsive, reciprocal, and consistent relationships will build those strong relationships (Wyoming Quality Learning Network, 2020). Authenticity is sincere and honest, coming from the heart and giving a sense of safety and belonging. A responsive person will notice, connect, and understand what the other person needs now. Reading those subtle cues they put off and acting in ways that support their feelings. A reciprocal relationship is a balance of give-and-take that respects and values each other in the setting. Last consistency is the predictability of each other, knowing how each is going to act, and is an unchanging factor in how you react to different situations. When all of these variables are in place, children can feel safe exploring and developing. 
	Authentic, honest relationships in a child’s life include those with family and family friends (Wyoming Early Childhood State Advisory Council, 2022). Even if a child does not attend a center, they can still have those positive relationships with the adults who care for them (Wyoming Quality Learning Network, 2020). Children who attend early childcare can also develop an understanding of family relationships. When educators and families work together, they can build those relationships more meaningfully. 
Family relationships 
	Children who attend early childhood care also include their families. When children are in the care of an early childhood educator, the educator must consider the families' beliefs and ideas as well as their own. This can be a difficult stage for building connections (Linse, 2011). When families are included in the early care center as much as the child is, they feel more comfortable working alongside the educators. 
	Linse (2011) provides educators with ideas for incorporating families into the center. Some of the suggestions include drop-off and pick-up procedures; bulletin boards with students' work, descriptions, and examples of what they are learning; a school newsletter; sending home activities they can do together; formal and informal conversations; and family events that the whole family can join. When educators and families use these thoughts, they start to connect and bond more deeply. This, in turn, helps the children build positive relationships with everyone in their care and gain more opportunities to learn and grow. 
	While including families, we also need to consider their culture and create an environment that aligns with their beliefs (Linse, 2011; Nganga, 2015). Drawing on family knowledge, we can use culturally responsive teaching to develop learning experiences that align with children’s natural experiences in their home lives. Using varied teaching materials and practices that encourage self-reflection makes children more willing to engage in the activities provided. 
Open-ended vs. closed-ended activities
	Now that we understand the environment, relationships, and connection with home, let us look at the activities that we provide and how we can create open-ended activities with meaningful materials (Bresson & King, 2022). Open-ended materials are those that do not have a right or wrong way to use them, such as blocks, paint, sand, and water. Closed-ended materials are defined as those with a specific way of use, such as puzzles, board games, and shape sorters. While both are essentially for development, open-ended materials are more essential for play-based learning objectives. 
	Bresson & King (2022) provide many examples of materials educators can use and the content each material helps develop. Being intentional about what you put out will help you focus on the development stage you want to expand and strengthen. While many materials offer multiple development opportunities, some focus more on a particular skill. By identifying this, the educator can assess the child and explain to families what the child is really learning during play. Bresson & King (2022) and the University of Wyoming Early Childhood Outreach Network (2022) give a few examples of materials and the skills they focus on: 
	Language and Literacy: The ability to identify letters and sounds, writing and print awareness, storytelling, listening, and comprehension. 
· Trays with sand or finger paint 
· Books, bookmaking supplies
· Story baskets with natural materials and recycled materials
Mathematical concepts: The ability to understand geometry, shapes, and spatial sense. The ability to sort, compare, count, create patterns, and use measurements. 
· Parquetry blocks 
· Collection of objects: bottle caps, rocks, seashells, feathers
· Nonstandard measuring tools: linking cubes and yarn 
Building and Engineering: The ability to formulate plans, ask questions, construct, and handle real tools. 
· Unit blocks 
· Ramp-building materials: tunnels, marble runs, and blocks
· Disposable Cups 
Scientific Inquiry and Innovation: The ability to use chemistry and problem-solving skills. 
· Liquid and powder substances
· Pulleys 
· Broken or outdated electronics and toys 
Emotional Intelligence, Relationship Building, and Cooperation skills: The ability to take turns, negotiate, and compromise. Recognizing, labeling, and acting out emotions. Being able to manage feelings and behaviors in a positive way.  
· Board and Card Games 
· Interactive displays: Jobs, artwork, schedules 
· Soft, cozy furniture and objects
	These are only a few of the materials that can be included in the classroom and how they help develop those skills. There are many other resources and materials that can be included to develop more skills, such as art, music, dramatic play, and motor skills (Bresson & King, 2022). 
	Based on our understanding of the outcomes geared towards kindergarten, we can see how these play-based learning materials and experiences work alongside kindergarten readiness skills. They discuss how Science, Math, Social, and cognitive skills are highly recommended when entering kindergarten (Mollborn et al., 2018). Having open-ended, play-based materials builds the skills children need to succeed in kindergarten. 







Chapter 3: Discussion
	Many studies, personal experiences, and theories together informed the concepts of play-based learning and its connection to kindergarten readiness. Development in young children was found to be the most important period for high-quality learning. This literature review addressed the research questions guiding this project. The research questions asked were: 
	 1.	Does play-based learning help support young children in kindergarten readiness? 
	2.	What skills and development stages does play-based learning support, which is suggested for kindergarten? 
Implications 
Connections to the school system 
	Play-based learning and open-ended materials were discussed as having many areas of skill development (Bresson & King, 2022). Social, math, science, cognitive, motor, and fine arts, which were targeted goals in the Wyoming school standards, were also observed to develop during preschool learning experiences (WDE, 2025; Wyoming Early Childhood Outreach Network, 2022).  Early childhood educators can use their knowledge of young children and their interest to create meaningful activities. This can reduce the stress of high expectations placed on early childhood educators (Akaba et al., 2020; Fesseha & Pyle, 2016). Children who are exposed to positive learning experiences that encourage exploration and questioning, and that meet their needs, promote kindergarten readiness. 
Connections to Families 
	To enhance children’s skill development, it is important to work alongside families (Linse, 2011; Nganga, 2015). Building relationships with children and their families will help create long-lasting connections. By working as a team, the child is then exposed to many opportunities not only in the classroom but also in their home settings. Having that many opportunities increases the ability to develop skills quickly and effectively. Educators can also incorporate families' thoughts, feelings, beliefs, and culture into the classroom. This will support the children’s feelings of belonging. When they feel they belong, they can express their feelings and engage more with their learning. Building stronger connections for brain development (Gilmore et al., 2018). 
Connections to Classroom Practice 
	By exploring theories from Froebel, Piaget, and Vygotsky, educators can develop their own pedagogical approaches (Gonzalez-Moreno et al., 2014; Nganga, 2015; Veraksa & Samuelsson, 2022). When educators can incorporate their own beliefs and understandings of children, they can overcome high expectations and stress. Educators play an important role in creating and maintaining a meaningful and safe environment for children. Both the children and the educator who feel safe and confident in their environment help encourage learning experiences and develop skills that will support the children in their future. 
	To be able to gain experience and understanding of play-based learning and how and why it is important. Educators can take the time to learn more about it through a professional development (PD) session. When attending a PD session, educators can gain new ideas and understandings and connect to support the integration of play-based learning into their own environments. You will find in Figure 4 and example of a PD session that can help support teachers learning about this topic and how they personally can gain new skills of their own. 



Figure 4 
Play-based learning in Early Childhood: Professional Development Agenda 
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Note: Designed by Tia Bowen 
Limitations 
	While conducting this plan B research study, I reviewed sources that answered my research questions. The sources found were up to date and provided the most relevant information. The information they gained concerned children’s development in preschool and kindergarten and how play could foster those skills. I was able to link play-based learning to the development of skills essential for kindergarten readiness. Through this research, I found a few limitations that cause a gap in this project. Although research has examined early childhood play and kindergarten readiness, few studies have compared the growth and academic skills of children who attend preschool with those who do not. This leads to additional questions: “Do children who attend preschool have higher academic skills at the end of kindergarten than the children who do not attend?” or “Are children who attend preschool more highly engaged than children who did not attend preschool?” How could studies show the difference between the two correlations?  
Recommendations for Future Research 
	Based on the identified gaps, a few future studies could be conducted to address these questions. One could be a quasi-experimental longitudinal study that follows a group of students from ages 3 to 6. Studying their different skills, they develop throughout those years. Half the group would be children who do not attend any preschools, and the other half would be students who attend a play-based early learning center. They would be observed on their development strategies and be scored by the end of their kindergarten year. Another study that could be conducted is non-experimental quantitative research. Several kindergarten teachers could be asked questions about their students' developmental skills and compare students who attended preschool with those who did not. Many types of research can demonstrate the importance of students' learning through meaningful play-based activities. 
Conclusion
	Overall, this literature review demonstrates that the skills developed during play-based learning help students become kindergarten-ready. Play-based learning gives students opportunities to explore and create based on their own thoughts and experiences. This enables them to develop meaningful skills, such as Literacy, Mathematics, Engineering, Science, and social skills, which are important in kindergarten (University of Wyoming Early Childhood Outreach Network, 2022; Hamel, 2021). Having those skills will not only make students more successful in kindergarten but also help them build on those skills as they get older. 
	Play-based learning helps develop stronger neural connections that will be meaningful in adult life (Gilmore et al., 2018). This early activity has been shown to be essential for “fine-tuning” the primary functional circuits. Many factors, such as sex, genetics, heritability, and socioeconomic status, also influence brain development, but early experiences help shape and strengthen connections among these developmental skills. 
	Both early childhood educators and kindergarten teachers must understand their important role in this developmental stage. They both significantly influence brain development and can help young children develop these positive skills. By establishing a safe environment with rich, meaningful, and hands-on activities, they can support a child's learning process. (Bass & Bonawitz, 2024; Mollborn et al., 2018; Woodhead, 2006). Educators are a powerful tool for children's success, serving as facilitators of their growth (Nganga, 2015). Giving children many opportunities to employ their own thoughts, ideas, and experiences in their daily routines. 
	Families also play a significant role in bridging the gap between the early childhood center and home (Linse, 2011). Linse (2011) explains that families who are involved in their children’s development can also bring what their children work on at school home. This gives children more opportunities to strengthen their brain development and build skills in a variety of situations. Educators and families who work together help develop goals and understanding of the child in more meaningful ways. By working together, the child can become more successful in kindergarten. 
Final Thoughts for Early Childhood Educators and Kindergarten Teachers 
	Early childhood educators play such an important role. As I have gained skills and understanding of early childhood over the years, I find myself wishing this were a more recognized career rather than just a babysitting job. We are not just watching kids while their parents are at work. We are developing meaningful, lifelong positive relationships, building a deeper understanding of the world, developing skills that will support their adulthood, and giving them a safe place to explore, imagine, and be themselves. Early childhood does not need to be a place where we make children sit for long periods or follow every direction just because we told them to. We must still view them as children and let them be who they were meant to be. 
	Take a step back in your daily plans and follow the children’s lead rather than your own. Through this research, we found that they will gain those kindergarten skills even by playing, if not more so. The educator should be the person that children go to for support and guidance, not just to listen to and follow their “rules”. Taking what you learned about young children’s development, just let the children PLAY.
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