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Born to Learn
Children come into the world with boundless energy for living and  
learning. 

They are set up with all of the playfulness, curiosity and sociability 
they need to be steadly motivated and engaged. 

BUT…
Children spend bulk of their days being passively instructed, 

forced to sit still and receive information, often against their will. 

We call this imprisonment schooling, and at the same time wonder 

why they are disengaged and unmotivated (Gray, 2013).
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Defining & Understanding 
Motivation
• Motivation is the driving force behind all behavior

sEr = sHr * D (Hull, 1935)

• Desire to learn is present before birth

• Young children survive by exploring and being 
engaged in their worlds
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A Developmental Science 
Perspective
What is developmental science?

Why must developmental science research be 

integrated into curricula and pedagogy?
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Two Developmental Science Principles

1. New behaviors and skills emerge in non-linear ways 
• Children do new things half-way, and in fits and starts

• Children function in the Zone of Proximal Development

2. Complex skills are gained without trying –
Effortless Learning

• Children both come with deep biological needs (structured organism) + a  

highly predictable social/cultural context (structured environment) 

• Children often accomplish skills before knowing how to do them

• Children bootstrap themselves into new learning
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Play Is…
• Ubiquitous across the animal kingdom;      

Both children and young animals are   
endlessly motivated to play.

• Motivation writ large

• Linked to positive social behaviors 

• Related to distinct biological markers in brain 
development 

• A diagnostic criterion for autism (lack of play)

Play is HOW children’s 
learning occurs.
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Play as Motivation 
Cheyne, J.A., & Rubin, K.H. (1983). Playful precursors of problem solving in 

preschoolers. Developmental Psychology, 19 (4), 577-584.

Findings
• Two groups of children brought into the lab for a problem solving task

• Group 1: Allowed unstructured free play with the objects beforehand and no 
instructions

• Group 2: Given instructions on how to use the objects

• Free play group able to solve complex problems more effectively
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Play
Exploration | Risk Taking | Creativity |  Communication | 

Complexity | Bonding | Practicing Roles | Negotiating 

Rules
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And yet as much as we all talk 
about valuing play, it is not 
instantiated in the daily routines of 
children (Shiakou & Belsky, 2013) 

Play

Play as flexibility and movement

Play and playful learning throughout the 

lifespan:
• Developmental need to experience creativity through self-expression

• Have fun and reduce stress

• Enterain possibilities, stay loose, be flexible and curious, solve problems

• Take initiative, make choices, act and interact

• Engage in reflection and dialogue

(Baptiste, 1995)
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Principles of Developmental 
Science

• Play Doing things before we can 
fully do them

• Play Effortlessness
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How to Enhance Play in the 
Classroom

Community-Joining
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“You learn from the company you keep. You 
don’t learn by consciously modeling yourself on 
the company you keep or by deliberately 
imitating other people. You become like them” 
(Smith, 1998, p.9)

• The brain is a social tool: Our cognitive  
skills have adapted for and function in the 
service of social relationships

• Desire to join the community is so deep a 
motivator to learn, that our lasting learning   
often occurs without noticing

• We are constantly learning

Powerful Community-Joining 
Examples

• Learning to talk

• Learning to read
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Community-Joining

The Zone of Proximal Development 
(Vygotsky, 1930)
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Principles of Developmental 
Science

• Community-Joining  Doing things 
before we can fully do them

• Community-Joining  Effortlessness
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How to Enhance Community-
Joining in the Classroom
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