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The Work of Play: Why "Can | Play Too?" Is a Skill We Teach

By Pam Morris, Early Learning Center director

Education as a career path and life goal began for me in 1992 with my graduation with a BS in
Psychology from Binghamton University. That fall, | entered my master’s program in Early Childhood
Education at the same university, different school and | never looked back! With many relevant
degrees, over 3 decades of hands-on experience, Early Childhood Education is my passion, my
raison d’etre, my tachlit, my reason for being.

If you peek into one of our classrooms, you might think you were simply watching children play.
Blocks are stacking, babies (the doll kind) are being fed, and someone is almost certainly a puppy.
But look a little closer, and you'll see something remarkable: children learning how to play.

That may sound funny. Don't children just... play? The truth every early childhood educator knows is
this: play is a skill, not an instinct. Knowing how to join a game, share an idea, take a turn, or
recover when someone says "no" — these are learned abilities, just like holding a crayon or zipping a
coat. Some children arrive with lots of practice. Others — especially those who haven't had many
chances to play alongside other children — need us to teach it, step by step, with patience and love.

Our sages taught, kol hatchalot kashot — all beginnings are hard. Walking up to a group of children
who are deep in a game of "restaurant" and finding a way in? That is a genuinely hard beginning,
even for grown-ups. (Think about the last time you tried to join a conversation at a party!)

Giving Children the Words

One of the most powerful things we do at the ELC is give children a script — actual words they can
borrow until the words become their own:

e "Can | play with you?" — the classic, and still the best.
"What are you making?" — showing interest is a golden ticket into play.
"Can | be the customer?" — offering yourself a role in the game makes it easy for others to
say yes.
"Can | have a turn when you're done?" — patience, with a plan.
"That's okay, I'll ask again later." — because sometimes the answer is no, and learning to
hear "no" without falling apart is one of life's great skills.

e “Can | set a timer?” — Giving a set amount of time helps in the taking turns process.

Our teachers stand beside children in these moments — coaching, whispering, sometimes playing
right alongside them — until the child can do it b'atzmo, all by themselves. This is chaverut
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(friendship) in action: friendship isn't something children simply have; it's something they build, one
brave "Can | play?" at a time.

Why It Matters

Every time a child successfully enters play, they are practicing negotiation, empathy, language,
flexibility, and resilience. Researchers call these, “executive function and social-emotional skills”. | call
them the foundation of kehillah — community. A classroom where every child knows how to invite and
be invited is a little model of the world we hope they'll build.

Try This at Home
You are your child's first and favorite playmate. Here are simple ways to practice:

1. Rehearse with stuffed animals. Have Teddy walk up to the blocks and ask, "Can | play too?"
Let your child practice both saying yes and saying "not right now" kindly.

2. Narrate your own asking. "I'm going to ask Daddy if | can help cook. Daddy, can | join you?"
Children learn scripts by hearing them.

3. Keep playdates short and sweet. Thirty to forty-five golden minutes beats two overtired
hours. End while everyone is still having fun.

4. Coach, then step back. If joining is hard at the park, whisper the words in your child's ear —
then let them deliver the line. The courage should be theirs.

5. Celebrate the trying. "You asked to play! That was so brave!" Whether the answer was yes or
no, the asking is the victory.

Play is the work of childhood — and like all meaningful work, it deserves teachers, practice, and
plenty of encouragement. We are honored to do that important work with your children every single
day.

B'ahava (with love)

#ShabbatShalom
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