Playful Pathways: A Scientific Exploration of Play in Early Childhood Development in Nigeria

Ignatius Ajuru University of Education, Port Harcourt, Nigeria -
Research and Development Centre r(LcE'ﬁ.”
1* Interational Comfirence and Exhibiion on Research, kmovation and Development (ICERID 2026) st
Proceadings URL: kttps://iauajovurnals com'index phnTCERID Wehaite: hitps:icerid onhne

ISBN: 978-978-63205-1-9 June 2026; Page No. 113-116

Playful Pathways: A Scientific Exploration of Play in Early Childhood
Development in Nigeria

*Anokwuru, G., & Thomas N. C.
Department of Early Childhood and Primary Education, Ignatius Ajuru University of Education,
Port Harcourt, Nigeria.

*Corresponding author email: goodnews.anokwuru@iaue.edu.ng

Abstract

This study examined the scientific basis, pedagogical significance, and developmental implications of play in early
childhood education. The paper critically explores the systemic marginalisation of play-based pedagogy in early
childhood curricula, a system predominantly controlled by traditional teaching methods and a teacher-centred model
as a legitimate instructional strategy in early childhood classrooms, where formal, teacher-centred methods continue
to be dominant. The paper was further supported by insights from both Nigerian and worldwide literature. It was
found that play is a physiologically and psychologically grounded activity that increases cognitive, socio-emotional,
language and motor development in young children. Studies have shown that children in play-based learning settings
had higher intellectual engagement, problem-solving skills, creativity and social skills than those in rigid learning
settings. The paper also identified other constraints to effective implementation of play-based pedagogy such as poor
teacher preparation, scarcity of teaching materials, cultural prejudices and poor policy enforcement. The analysis
finds that play is not just pleasurable, but is a scientifically established route to meaningful learning in early infancy.
It was advised that a full curriculum reform be undertaken, teachers should be provided with continuous professional
development, indigenous play practices should be incorporated into the educational program, and the public should
be made more aware of the importance of play-based learning for young children so that global acceptance of play-
based learning could be achieved. The report stressed that the integration of playful pathways is crucial in fostering
holistic child development and sustaining educational outcomes.
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Introduction

Early childhood education (ECE) is certainly the crux of human development. It is the basis upon which lifelong
learning, behaviour and well-being are constructed. In this crucial period, play’s role as a natural and powerful process
through which children learn, develop skills and derive meaning from their environment has attracted significant
academic attention in the fields of developmental psychology, neuroscience and education. (Disability Africa, 2025)
(Irvan, 2017). While there is increasing scientific evidence supporting the use of play-based learning, the practice of
play-based learning in Nigerian early childhood settings is inconsistent and often inadequate. (Ogunyemi & Ragpot,
2015).

Historically, play has been considered a leisure activity with little significant educational value. Current research has
analytically challenged this assumption, placing play at the centre of effective pedagogy in early childhood education.
According to scholars, play is developmentally appropriate, cognitively enriching and inherently motivated and,
therefore, essential for holistic child development (Ekeh, 2023). Play allows children to explore, experiment and
interact with others, helping them to develop critical thinking, creativity and emotional resilience. “Play is often
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integrated into formal education, but the persistent problems in the region undermine these efforts. These bottlenecks
include the over-emphasis on academic achievement by teachers (Gayon, 2025), lack of resources such as classrooms
and child-friendly play materials (Akpalu et al., 2025), limited access to teaching and learning resources, and socio-
cultural beliefs that insist on learning through rigid classroom instruction. This means that rote memorisation is used
a lot as a teaching approach in many early childhood classes. It is an approach of learning in which youngsters repeat
the knowledge over and over again until it is stored in their memory and can be recalled easily. This points to an
alarming gap between present theories of learning and the realities of classroom practice. While rote memorisation
has its role in fundamental learning, an overemphasis on this typically comes at the expense of experiential and child-
centred approaches, which are crucial for holistic development in the early years. Rote memorisation is essentially
repetition, recall, and passive absorption of information, making the youngster a recipient, not an active constructor
of knowledge. This makes learning mechanical, expecting students to copy information, rather than question,
investigate or apply it in a meaningful way. A methodology that achieves short-term academic wins but frequently
impairs more complex cognitive functions such as critical thinking, problem-solving, innovation, and metacognition.
(Darling-Hammond et al., 2020).

This gap is critically relevant because worldwide educational change is moving toward performance-based and child-
centred models. There is a growing need to align early childhood education with global best practices. Therefore, this
study aims to examine the science of play in early childhood, including its theoretical basis, developmental benefits
and practical uses in the care of young children and the creation of society.

Theoretical Framework

Importantly, the idea of play in early childhood education is grounded in a number of theoretical views that together
provide a comprehensive framework for comprehending the function of play in learning and development.
For this paper, three null hypotheses were formulated: According to Jean Piaget’s Cognitive Development Theory
(1964), children learn by actively building knowledge as they interact with the world around them and grow through
four unique stages of development, which are sensorimotor, preoperational, concrete operational and formal
operational stages. For Piaget, play is a mechanism of assimilation and accommodation. He argued that play occurs
in the sensorimotor period through physical connection with things, which helps toddlers develop basic motor and
sensory skills. In the preoperational stage, children engage in symbolic play, when they use their imagination to portray
things and experiences. This progressive style is indicative of the significance of play in cognitive growth and
conceptual understanding.

Sociocultural Theory by Lev Vygotsky (1978) states that social interaction and cultural background impact learning.
The basis of this idea is the notion of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), which he described as the distance
between what a youngster can do by himself and what he can do with the help of someone more competent. Play,
particularly supervised play, creates an environment where children can work within their ZPD. Through interaction
with peers and adults, youngsters learn new skills, internalise cultural norms, and develop higher-order cognitive
skills. Vygotsky’s focus on language and social interaction points out that play is a collaborative and powerful learning
process.

Maria Montessori Theory (1964) on its part emphasises the hands-on activities, the practical usefulness of self-directed
learning, and prepared environments. Montessori classrooms use play objects meant to stimulate discovery,
independent work, and sensory experience. The Montessori approach supports play-based learning by observing and
encouraging experiential learning. Children are free to use the materials at their own pace, allowing for self-directed
learning with an innate desire. The importance of play in psychosocial development is most evident in early infancy,
which is marked by the crises of initiative vs. guilt in Erik Erikson’s Psychosocial Development Theory (1993). Play
helps youngsters to acquire a sense of purpose, confidence and proactiveness, according to Erikson. This means that
without the opportunity to play, there is a danger of developing feelings of shame and inadequacy, and emotional
development will be hampered. This view stresses the role of play in the development of a good self-concept and
emotional health.

Play in traditional African communities, e.g., Nigeria, is profoundly embedded in cultural activities from the
perspective of indigenous African views. Powerful means for transmission of cultural values, norms, and knowledge
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include activities like storytelling (stories by moonlight), singing, dancing, and communal games. Contemporary
scholars argue for the inclusion of indigenous play practices in formal education, saying that such ways add cultural
relevance and student engagement (Oyegoke et al., 2024). Recent advancements in neuroscience have supported the
relevance of play in brain development. (Siviy, 2016) Play activates brain pathways, reinforces neuronal networks and
fosters the development of executive functions, including attention, memory and self-regulation. Additional research
reveals that play stimulates the cognitive control centre, the part of the brain responsible for decision-making, problem-
solving and emotional management. Apparently, these results confirm the concept that play is important for cognitive
and emotional development (Yogman et al., 2018).

Discussion

Anazodo (2025) claimed that play-based learning promotes language development, numeracy skills, and memory
retention. This shows how powerful play is as a pedagogical tool that we cannot do without. In addition, there is
repeated evidence of an association between play-based learning and better cognitive outcomes in early childhood.
Picture puzzles, building blocks, puppet shows, picture books, field trip images and imaginative play foster critical
thinking skills and conceptual knowledge. Play offers an opportunity for social contact and development of
interpersonal skills. It helps youngsters to develop communication skills, empathy and emotional regulation.
Interactive play experiences encourage collaboration, conflict management and partnership (Eriksson et al., 2021).
Play-based learning has been shown to foster stronger social skills and emotional stability in youngsters compared to
standard classroom settings (Adubuola et al., 2023). Play is a creative activity that allows youngsters to explore
possibilities and ideas. Play is an effective instrument for creative thinking and idea generation. Play also helps
physical growth through improving motor skills, co-ordination and general wellness. Children’s activities such as
running, leaping and climbing aid in physical fitness and overall health. 5. Integrating Indigenous play techniques
strengthens the cultural relevance of early childhood education. Traditional games and stories are not just a way of
learning, but also a way of preserving the cultural heritage.

Problems with play-based learning

Despite its benefits, there are various problems that prevent the application of play-based learning. The challenges
include the following:

Lack of teacher training

Lack of instructional material

The issue of overcrowded classrooms

Myths in Culture About Play

Weak policy implementation

R =

While government policies promote child-centred learning, the implementation is patchy. Many teachers are not
trained or equipped to use play well in their classrooms. Hence, in-depth teacher training programs focusing on play-
based pedagogy are needed. Educators should be enlightened, trained and provided with knowledge and skills on how
to create and implement play activities. Nigeria is lagging behind developed countries in implementing play-based
learning. These inequalities have to be dealt with in a big manner in an effort to create reformative change. Excluding
scientifically explorative play in early childhood education could negatively impact cognitive, social and emotional
development, influencing lifelong learning results.

Conclusion

The paper talked about playful pathways: a scientific exploration of play in early childhood development in Nigeria.
It has proved that play is a scientifically based and pedagogically necessary element of early childhood education.
Scientific play is essential for holistic learning as it enhances cognitive, social, emotional and physical development.
But, even with the acknowledged value of play, systemic problems in Nigeria mean that play is underutilised in many
early childhood education classrooms. Resolving these issues is critical for improved education outcomes and
sustainable development.

Suggestions

In light of the findings of the paper, the following suggestions are made to enhance playful pathways a scientific
exploration of play in early childhood development in Nigeria:

1. Curriculum reform which will integrate scientific play-based learning.
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2. Adequate teacher training and professional development.

3. Provision of learning materials in abundance.

4. Regular public awareness campaigns and enlightenment programs should be organized.
5. Establishment of a robust policy enforcement framework.

6. Integration of indigenous play practices in the curriculum.

7. Increased research funding.
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