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In the future of learning 
now, play-based learning 
is best implemented 
when/if/by…



Menu Choices

Does making 
something yourself 
mean you’ll end up 

liking it more? 

Thoughts on 
improving hands-on 

learning

Should we train 
kids to multi-task?

Overloaded! 

Learning should 
come naturally. But 

does it? 

Serial Players

Pockets of play

“Why minimally 
guided instruction 

doesn’t work”

The voice and 
choice conundrum

Genius hour 
schemes

Does play = 
learning?  

Okay, now you have 
me aroused! 



Multitasking

A

B

Serial 
Task 
Processing

Parallel
Task
Processing A B

+ Errors
+ Processing time
- Productivity 

“Dual task interference”

(Pashler, 1994; Fischer & Plessow, 2015)
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Yerkes-Dodson Law
(Diamond, Campbell, Park, Halonen, & Zoladz, 2007)

Environment

Chaos

Stress

Anxiety

Distractions
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Environment
Working Memory

(Where thinking happens)

Long-Term Memory
(Knowledge storage)

Adapted from: Willingham, 2009 

Decay

7 (+ or - 2) (Miller, 1956) 

4 (Cowan, 2000) 

Attention

Le
ar

ni
ng
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Is it fair to say that play-based learning 
results in high cognitive load, and therefore 

leads to less learning? 

YES (AND WHY) NO (AND WHY)
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Biologically 
primary

Speaking
Social Cues
Walking

Evolved to do these Didn’t evolve to do these

Biologically 
secondary

Reading 
Writing
Arithmetic

(Geary, 2008)
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Serial Position 
Effect

(Martinez, 2010)
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Pockets of Play

Play Play Play Play Play

Play Play Play Play Play

Play Play Play

Play Play

Play Play Play

Play Play Play Play Play



Pockets of Play

Morning play Morning play Morning play Morning play Morning play

Math Math Math Math Math

Recess Recess Recess Recess Recess

Swimming Writing PE Reading Drama

Reading Design Reading Art Writing

PE Reading Drama Design Reading

UOI UOI UOI UOI UOI

ASA ASA ASA ASA ASA
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X Block and 
CNU
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Environment
Working Memory

(Where thinking happens)

Long-Term Memory
(Knowledge storage)
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Have a read. 
Thoughts? 
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“Students tend to enjoy and choose the 
activities from which they learn the least”

In a review of 70 studies, lower aptitude students who 
chose unguided instructional treatments received 
significantly lower scores on posttests than on pretest 
measures.

Less able learners who chose less guided approaches 
tended to like the experience even though they learned 
less from it. 

More able students often select more guided versions of 
courses, even though they learned less from it, probably 
because they believe that they will achieve the required 
learning with a minimum of effort (Clark, 1982).



Voice and 
choice

• Examples of when voice and/or choice is 
not appropriate. 

• Examples when voice and/or choice is 
appropriate. 
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“The goal of this article is to suggest that based on our current 
knowledge of human cognitive architecture, minimally guided 
instruction is likely to be ineffective. The past half-century of empirical 
research on this issue has provided overwhelming and unambiguous 
evidence that minimal guidance during instruction is significantly less 
effective and efficient than guidance specifically designed to support 
the cognitive processing necessary for learning” (Kirshner, Sweller, & 
Clark, 2009, p. 76) 
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Hands-off + Minds-off

i.e. Passive uni-directional lecture
Passive watching of a video

Hands-off + Minds-on

i.e. Interactive lecture, Teacher-led 
discussions, Read-Aloud, Seat-based 

practice, Testing, Silent reading

Hands-on + Minds-off

i.e. Just for fun, some forms of 
unguided exploration, 

discovery, 
unstructured play.

Hands-on + Minds-on

i.e. Guided practice, Independent practice, 
Gradual release of responsibility, Student-

led discussions
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