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Play, Spirituality, and Nature 
Over the past decade, I have been thinking 

about and reflecting on spiritual development in 
young children. During this exploration, I have had 
the privilege of meeting many members of the 
Play, Policy, and Practice interest forum (PPP).  In 
fact, over the last two years, the Young Children’s 
Spirituality Interest Forum and the PPP Interest 
Forum have come together to provide integrative 

workshops at NAEYC Conferences.  During this 
partnership, I have come to see a powerful 
relationship between play and spirituality. Briefly, 
play is what children do and spiritual development 
awakens our human essence.   
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For me, play is what children do.   

In the following articles you will read about 
block play, pretend play, and nature play. Nature 
has proven to be a good place for children to play. 
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It is a place where one can easily find spiritual 
moments filled with wonder, awe, joy, and 
mindfulness. These moments, along with deep 
connections and relationships lead children to act 
with kindness and empathy; all of which help to 
define children’s spirituality/spiritual development 
(Schein, 2017). I have come to the realization that 
when play and spirituality are integrated, they 
work to nurture children’s individual dispositions, 
sense of self, and are capable of leading to 
childhood experiences of “flow”; a state of 
effortless concentration and enjoyment 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1997) that may actually be a 
foundational requirement for building a peaceful 
world. 

Following are two important articles that link 
spirituality to play. The first article is about a 
research project where the researchers (Mata, 
Haslip, and Schein) seek to discover early 
childhood educators’ perceptions of spirituality 
within existing early childhood classrooms. 
Jennifer Mata-Mahon, also offers some historical 
background to the study of spirituality. The second 
article describes an extension of Howard Gardner’s 
multiple intelligences. Kathy Harris, takes what 
Gardner considered half an intelligence and writes 
about it as an intelligence all its own.   

Together, these articles share a strong voice in 
favor of the interdisciplinary value of linking play 
to spirituality and spirituality to play. After all, 
young children do not dissect the world or their 
own actions. They “do” and they “are” and, in the 
process, they “become”. They are whole in their 
approach to the world and their perceptions are 
keen and powerful.  Using these lenses, I invite 
you to enjoy the following articles. 

 
 
Early Childhood Educators Nurturing 
Children’s Spirituality: Making 
Connections with Play By Jennifer Mata-
McMahon, Ed.D., DePaul University 

It has been made evident through empirical 
research findings (Frost, Wortham & Reifel, 2012), 
dating as far as the 60s (Fink, 1976; Smilansky, 
1969) that it is through engagement in play that 
children learn and develop best. Pretend play, for 
example, has been found to reflect cognitive, 

representational and affective expression abilities 
in children to different degrees, across different 
cultural backgrounds (Chessa, et al., 2012). Yet, 
there continues to be a need to justify play and its 
benefits for children’s development and learning. 
Diligent work, focused attention, listening 
attentively and quietly, still are the most valued 
ways to learn, and even when equating play with 
work, to help skeptics understand its importance, 
play still needs to be explained and advocated as 
the main way in which children best learn.  

Having both worked preparing pre-service and 
in-service educators to work with children, and 
worked directly with children myself, I have 
witnessed how it is through play, and mainly play, 
that children can make sense of the world around 
them, can come to grow and develop into their best 
selves, and in the process, teach us adults, to enjoy 
the adventure that learning is meant to be. When 
children play they explore, they pose questions, 
they find answers, and they figure ways to better 
interact with others. All areas of development are 
facilitated and nurtured through play.  

Inquiry skills facilitated through play help 
expand the mind as children build conceptual 
understanding (Drew, et al., 2008). Cognitive 
processes such as imagination and affective 
processes expressed through the creation of story 
have been found to have incidence in creativity 
(Fisher, 1992; Russ & Grossman-McKee, 1990; 
Russ & Shafer, 2006; Singer & Singer, 1990), as 
well as in facilitating problem-solving skills 
(Dansky, 1999; Ramani & Brownell, 2014). Oral 
language, literacy skills, and vocabulary grow 
exponentially, as well as social and emotional self-
regulation, through social interactions and 
negotiations that come to the forefront during 
dramatic play. Physical development is also 
facilitated through play when children climb, run, 
paint, draw, and mold, using their entire bodies to 
help make their imagination come to life. 

Furthermore, in viewing the child through a 
holistic lens, it would not be a stretch to suggest 
that as the mind and body are being prompted to 
develop and grow through play, so is the soul. I 
would venture to assert that spirituality is also an 
aspect that is nurtured and allowed to grow and 
expand through play, as are all other areas of 
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development, and I would not be alone in this 
statement.  

I conducted a survey study with two fellow 
researchers, Michael Haslip and Deborah Schein, 
searching to understand how in-service early 
childhood educators nurture spirituality for the 
children under their care. In looking to describe the 
perceptions educators have of nurturing children’s 
spirituality, we designed a survey to be responded 
to by in-services educators, working with children 
between ages zero and eight, in secular, non-
religious/non-faith-based early childhood centers 
or schools across the U.S. (Mata-McMahon, Haslip 
& Schein, in press).  

The survey was content validated by experts in 
the field and is in the process of being piloted to 
determine its reliability and can be widely 
distributed among others interested in using it for 
research or training purposes. The preliminary 
findings shared here come from the responses of 
33 in-service early childhood educators, mainly 
female (31), white (24), with 10 or more years of 
experience (25), working as preschool educators 
(22), in private settings (22), representing 16 states 
in the U.S., and majorly located in urban areas 
(17).  

In the survey’s open-ended questions, we asked 
the early childhood educators to share how 
spirituality informed their practice, and how was 
spirituality nurtured through their curriculum and 
planning, in their classroom environment and 
schedule, and within their overall school. We 
found that respondents explained that it was 
through offering “opportunities for creative 
expression and free play, engagement with nature, 
contemplative practices (e.g. mindfulness), 
relationship building and moral/character 
development” (Mata-McMahon, Haslip & Schein, 
in press) that they could nourish children’s 
spirituality. 

In looking at the data, the answers provided to 
the survey questions, the data show that the word 
play came up in the early childhood educators’ 
responses 42 times. Respondents perceived that 
play was a way in which spirituality not only could 
be nurtured, but play was mentioned as 
intentionally being used to nourish children’s 
spirituality. One respondent explained,  

Being a play-based room, we have centers in the 
room that let children drive their own 
exploration and interests. Through dramatic 
play, expressive arts, blocks, sensory, etc., the 
children have ample opportunity to be fully 
immersed in their stories and world of 
imagination. And I believe that it is through 
these kinds of experiences that children foster 
their own skills related to emotional/social 
development, which is connected and/or rooted 
in spirituality. 

Other respondents shared that open-ended 
play in the woods, outside play, self-directed or 
child-directed free play, and providing an overall 
play-based curriculum, was what they found best 
helped them in nurturing children spiritually.  

In previous work with in-service teachers, I 
interviewed six practicing teachers to determine 
their understanding of spirituality, their openness 
to nurture spirituality in their classrooms, and their 
knowledge and preparation to do so (Mata, 2012). I 
found that these teachers understood spirituality to 
be an important aspect of development, and would 
be open and eager to facilitate it in the classroom, 
yet they did not consider themselves prepared to do 
so. From this study I urged teacher preparation 
programs to intentionally include in their mission 
and curricula courses with overt content to prepare 
teacher candidates to serve the spiritual needs of 
the child. 

While working in a teacher preparation 
program, I surveyed teacher candidates to inquire 
if they believed spirituality could be nurtured in the 
early childhood classroom and found that most not 
only thought spirituality could be facilitated in the 
classroom, but that it should be done (Mata, 2014). 
These pre-service teachers deemed spirituality 
important and thought that ways to nurture it for 
children in classrooms would be through: (1) 
appreciation of nature, (2) reflection and 
pondering, (3) meditation practices, (4) yoga, and 
(5) overall practices that centered around the child 
and the children’s needs.   

In a more recent study I conducted looking at 
spirituality, specifically at spiritual experiences and 
expressions as they relate to kindergarteners, I 
define spirituality as,  
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An innate human characteristic, a potential 
we are all born with, which allows us to 
connect with something beyond us 
(transcendence or the divine), feel part of 
the greater universe, and be connected to 
otherness. Spirituality encompasses the 
individual capacity and the essence of life, 
providing humans with a window to greater 
consciousness and more profound 
understanding of being, meaning, and 
purpose. (Mata, 2015, p. 18).  
Under this view of spirituality, and from the 

responses gathered from both in-service and pre-
service early childhood educators, I propose that 
through play educators can nurture this potential 
for connection to otherness for the children under 
their care. Taking a developmentally appropriate 
approach to teaching children through play 
(Copple & Bredekamp, 2009), early childhood 
educators can provide the proper experiences in 
their settings to not only facilitate development and 
learning for cognitive, language, socio-emotional, 
and physical development, but can also take into 
account and value the child’s spirit, thus providing 
an even more appropriate care by honoring the 
child holistically. Nurturing children’s spirituality 
can be, as our respondents shared, facilitated 
through allowing for free, open-ended play in the 
curriculum and classroom.   

Other researchers and scholars have also 
advocated the inclusion of the spiritual domain in 
the classroom, as it pertains to young children. 
Miller (2009) argues that students are not wholly 
present in class because the spirit has not been 
welcomed in the school, thus creating a 
disintegrated presence, in which “the classroom 
chair has been occupied, but the spirit lives 
elsewhere.” (p. 2705). While, Schoonmaker (2009) 
explains that for her the classroom is a spiritual 
space, and that teachers need to recognize that 
children’s spirituality is part of their being in the 
world, and honoring it in the classroom requires 
providing opportunities for its expression within 
the ordinary events of classroom life. Furthermore, 
Buchanan and Hyde (2008), argue that the “roles 
of thinking (cognitive), feeling (affective) and 
inner reflective/intuiting (spiritual) are necessary 
and complementary in the educational process if 

learning is to go beyond the surface and be 
experienced as transformative.” (p. 310).  

In making a point of highlighting play as the 
natural way to nurture the child spiritually in the 
classroom, Harris (2014) explains that “spiritual 
moments are direct, personal, and often have the 
effect, if only for a moment, of awakening a person 
to questions about identity and place in the 
universe” (p. 14), and that such moments have the 
potential to capture the essence of spirituality for 
the young child facilitated through playful 
moments. The ability to make-believe through 
pretend play, allows children to be awakened with 
an awareness of community and purpose for the 
world around them, which Harris (2014) proposes 
is a dynamic component of spirituality.  

As mentioned above, a more developmentally 
appropriate way to care for young children is to 
include the spiritual domain in the ways we view 
and facilitate child development. Yet, Baumgartner 
and Buchanan (2010) propose that 
developmentally appropriate classrooms are 
already characterized by the very conditions 
described as necessary to set the stage for a 
spirituality of caring (Myers, 1997), including 
“creating or maintaining a warm classroom 
community, putting experience at the center of 
learning, fostering caring interactions between 
children and adults, and valuing transcendence.” 
(p. 93). Nevertheless, early childhood educators 
can be more intentional regarding nurturing 
children’s spirituality (Epstein, 2007), and one 
mayor way in which this can be achieved is in 
setting up the classroom and its play-centers to 
allow for appreciation and expression, 
wonderment, pondering, and exploration through 
open-ended, child-selected and child-directed play. 
Allowing for play can facilitate: feeling wonder, 
awe, joy, and inner peace, which Schein (2014) 
describes as responses to spiritual moments, and I 
pose that the classroom, as a play-based learning 
environment, can be the ideal space for children to 
experience these.   
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Nurturing Spiritual Intelligence for 
Young Children: Awakening Play, 
Wonder, and Imagination  by Kathleen I. 
Harris, Associate Professor Seton Hill University 
(PA) 

The spiritual child is born ready to enter into 
intentional and caring relationships; eager to learn 
with a natural sensitivity, an imagination and a 
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sense of wonder, and openness to acquire inner 
wisdom.  From expressions of awe of the natural 
world to questioning the scientific world and the 
meaning life to expressing compassion and 
demonstrations of love to others, the spiritual child 
has much to offer the world (Yust, 2003). The 
purpose of this article is to explore spiritual 
intelligence characteristics and how this unique 
intelligence awakens the holistic development of a 
young child through the lens of play and creativity 
with open-ended materials. 
The Spiritual Domain of Young Children 

Spirituality is the child’s birthright (Miller, 
2015). Young children are born with spiritual 
connections. For young children, spiritual 
development is innate and begins whole (Miller, 
2015). Spirituality appears to be a notable factor in 
children’s well-being, health, and their ability to 
flourish. As children develop an understanding of 
themselves, then develop connections with peers 
and ask questions about the world, they show their 
spiritual lives.  The spiritual competencies of 
children are manifested in their innate capacity to 
bring two entities together: the mind and heart 
(Miller, 2015).  As a result, children are capable of 
noticing everything and successful at finding out 
about the world around them (Gopnik, 2009). 
Spirituality is the ability to appreciate the wonder, 
goodness, and unknown of everyday life (Bone, 
2008).  Because of these qualities, the spiritual 
dimension of humanity has the potential to affect 
the quality of life for young children (Zhang & 
Wu, 2012). 
Spiritual Intelligence of Young Children 

Intelligence is the ability to solve a problem or 
to create a product that is in a culture (Gordon & 
Browne, 2008). Howard Gardner’s theory of eight 
multiple intelligences suggests that there is strong 
evidence human cognitive competence is better 
described in terms of sets of abilities, talents, or 
mental skills (Gardner, 1983). Gardner’s 
perception of the mind (1993) advocates that 
individuals possess each of these skills to some 
extent, but individuals may fluctuate in the amount 
of skill and the nature of their combination. 
Recently, an intelligence receiving awareness and 
recognition is Spiritual Intelligence (Sinetar, 
2000).   Spiritual Intelligence is gaining attention 

as a distinct intelligence having sensitivity to 
features of the natural world, wisdom, intuition, 
wonder, and self-awareness. 

 
Figure One    Spiritual intelligence nurtures 
children’s strengths, passions, and dreams. 
Characteristics of Spiritual Intelligence 

Researchers consider Spiritual Intelligence to 
be “inspired thought”; that is, a sense that the 
influence of the spirit is on the mind and heart of 
the child (Sinetar, 2000). Spiritual intelligence 
leads a child by love, passion, and the permanency 
of interest. Spiritual intelligence builds on 
children’s strengths and may promote creativity 
and imagination.  The characteristics of Spiritual 
Intelligence build on a sense of autonomy and 
independence: intentionally with a goal or vision; a 
zeal for selective interests; altruistic and wanting to 
contribute to help peers; realistic and practical; and 
includes the virtue of forgiveness (Sinetar, 2000). 
One-way teachers can nurture Spiritual 
Intelligence is through children’s play. Play ignites 
the soul; authentic play comes from deep down 
inside all of us (Brown, 2009). Authentic play is 
not driven by others; it interrelates and involves the 
outside world. This type of play develops from the 
imaginative desires within the young child and 
fundamentally this play allows for the expression 
of the goals and the wishes of the player(s). 

 Play and Spiritual Intelligence 
Early childhood is where play begins; the time 

when play comes naturally (Brown, 2009).  Play 
allows, for both the child and teacher to experience 
a return of wonder with new and fresh discoveries. 
Play is pleasurable and spontaneous, and it offers 
growth in all areas of a child’s development. Play 
involves the holistic development of young 
children and often perceived as a motivational and 
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learning tool (Cozolino, 2014). When children 
embark upon playful adventures, they also develop 
habits of heart and mind (i.e., more inquisitive, 
self-motivated, independent thinkers, risk-takers). 
As children are given opportunities for imaginative 
play, they are inspired to act with enthusiasm, joy, 
and openness to new ideas (Cozolino, 2014). 
Children seem to have a natural spirituality 
revealed in their sense of wonder, their fantasies 
and imagination, their play, and their curiosity 
(Waite & Halstead, 2001). 
Considerations for Selection of Toys for 
Spiritual Intelligence 

Play helps children express themselves (Savins, 
2002). Often toys that children select can create 
situations and influence various aspects of 
children’s expressions through play (Trawick-
Smith, Wolff, Koschel, & Vallarelli, 2014). For 
example, blocks and props may encourage peer 
interaction (Elmore & Vail, 2011). Puzzles, sewing 
cards, stencils, and play dough tend to encourage 
solitary forms of play (Raab, 2003). When 
determining the quality of play for encouraging 
spiritual intelligence in young children, teachers 
may consider the following questions when 
selecting toys for young children.   

1. Is the child attentive when playing with a 
particular toy? Are the materials and toys 
interesting to the child? 
2. Does the child show curiosity when playing with 
the toy, for example, asking questions about the 
toy or displaying facial expressions or using 
gestures?  
3. Does the child interact with peers when playing 
with the toy?  
4. Can the child use the toy independently without 
becoming frustrated or needing help from an adult?   
5. Does the child extend play by exploring the toy, 
displaying concentration with it, or engaging in 
problem solving with it? 

Creative Open-Ended Art Materials  
One way to offer young children playful 

moments to express creativity and self-awareness 
for awakening spiritual intelligence is through 
experiencing the process of art making.  Art 
touches the holistic whole child (Gordon & 

Browne, 2008).  Exploratory, constructive, and 
flexible (Trawick-Smith et al., 2014), art play 
affords unique expressions, entirely the child’s 
own. Artistic expression can be intensely profound, 
significant, and educationally rich for young 
children (Dalton, 2015).  When children are given 
playful activities to use developmentally 
appropriate open-ended art materials, they may 
increase opportunities for social competence, 
creativity, and self-esteem.  

Young children’s art making can express their 
gentle spirit through simple forms and 
arrangements;  touching their hands, hearts, and 
minds (Drew & Rankin, 2004). Teachers can 
provide open-ended, creative art experiences by 
offering activities like watercolor painting, finger 
painting, printing and stamping, play dough with 
adding a touch of nature, creating spin art using a 
record player and paint, stringing beads 
independently, weaving yarn or paper, and making 
collages with tissue paper and various sized pieces 
of paper.   

Using open-ended art materials create 
opportunities for children to feel proud of their 
accomplishments and tell peers about what they 
are doing and making.  Just as the spirit of the 
artist is in what the artist makes, the spirit of the 
child is in what the child makes (Frobel, 1826). 

 
Figure Two   Open-ended materials supports 
spiritual intelligence by extending children’s 
creative expression and self-awareness 
Make-Believe Play With Blocks 

When young children construct, represent, and 
select play scenarios with blocks, they progress in 
many developmental areas and learning (Hansel, 
2015). Blocks are often used for constructive play, 
make-believe play, and artistic expression 
(Trawick-Smith et al., 2014).  Make-believe play 
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with blocks nurtures spiritual intelligence by 
encouraging children to be: more independent with 
solving challenging problems, collaborative to set 
goals with peers, and applyi what they learn to new 
situations.  Stuffed animals, dolls, and small 
animal and family figures can add an element of 
dramatic play to block building.   
Shadow Play 

Shadow play contributes to the development of 
spiritual intelligence by inviting young children to 
explore this medium for self-expression and 
creativity and to investigate nature and beauty.  
Three things create shadow play: light, an object, 
and a surface. Shadows are capable of incredible 
and amusing paradoxes and mysteries.  Shadows 
are intrinsically stimulating and exciting. They can 
give a curious logical reflection when you attempt 
to discover the laws that furtively govern them. 
Shadows connect with spiritual intelligence to 
nature and wonder. Shadow play can create a sense 
of mystery. What makes shadows so appealing and 
enticing is what you can’t see, but only guess 
(Kolonia, 2012). Children can dance, trace, 
measure, play games, and use a variety of open-
ended nature materials to create a shadow theater 
to promote imagination and dramatic experiences 
in the classroom (DeViney, Duncan, & Harris, 
2010). The value of shadows holds delight and a 
sense of ultimate awe for young children.  

 
Figure Three  Dramatic play contributes to the 
holistic development of spiritual intelligence by 
providing children opportunities to use their 
imagination to be intuitive risk takers and problem 
solvers 

Dramatic Play Prop Boxes 
Dramatic play provides a wealth of 

opportunities for engaging in high-level thinking 
(Strasser & Mufson-Bresson, 2017). The world of 
dramatic play is never-ending and immeasurable! 
Dramatic play involves intellectual, social, 

emotional, physical, and verbal expression 
(Lobman & Clark, 2015). Dramatic play may be 
considered the mental act of imaginative 
transformation (Koste, 1997). During dramatic 
play, a child can see that each individual has a 
particular role in a cooperative effort. As a child 
explores dramatic play with peers, diversity can 
deepen creativity in the shared art of drama. 
Dramatic play contributes to the development of 
spiritual intelligence by providing children 
opportunities to be curious, intuitive, inclined to 
take risks, a maker, a seeker, and a finder (alone or 
with peers) (Koste, 1997).   

An idea for spiritual opportunities to explore is 
to create prop boxes in response to children’s 
interests and introduce new dramatic play themes.  
Suggestions from children’s interests may include 
prop boxes to accompany a pretend pet shop, 
flower shop, post office, grocery store, art shop, 
bakery, library, airport, office, travel agency, and 
party. Dramatic play encompasses pretending; the 
heart of what it means to be human (Lobman & 
Clark, 2015).  When children bring playfulness to 
their roles and relationships with peers during 
pretend play, they focus on giving their full 
attention to these areas, making them more 
meaningful and spiritual nourishing (Mooney, 
2014).  

In Sum 
How can we address children’s natural spiritual 

intelligence?  As a researcher and educator, I 
believe offering young children opportunities to 
express aesthetic preferences with open-ended 
materials, increase problem solving and self-
awareness during dramatic play, and embrace 
nature with shadow play, gives children the 
potential to become spiritual resources and active 
participants in their own experience and learning.  
When children are actively living by being 
connected to a natural source within the universe 
and affectively belonging with relationships that 
are interconnected with a child’s community and 
culture, spiritual intelligence has the opportunity to 
grow and inspire new inborn gifts, energies, and 
desires for the spiritual child. Therefore, 
supporting the development of spiritual 
intelligence should include thoughtful 
consideration of children’s spiritual development.  
Play invites young children to a lighter side of life 
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filled with wonder, curiosity, awe, and joy. 
Spiritual intelligence is deepened and connected to 
the openness of childhood through play.  For a 
young child, life is play! 
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Anji Play and Young Children’s 
Spiritual Development 
By Deborah Schein  
 

It was early summer, 2016 when I first heard 
about Anji Play.  I was invited to attend a 
symposium outside of San Francisco to learn about 
a new idea for early childhood education - Anji 
Play. I didn’t know it then, but I was in for a treat. 
In this article, I will share my experience learning 
about Anji Play as well as how this form of early 
learning supports current research on spiritual 
development in young children. My intent for this 
article is to introduce and stimulate educators’ 
thoughts about play, spiritual development, 
reflection, democratic thinking and reverence 
reflected within responsibilities.  

The symposium began with introductions, 
followed directly with an invitation for each of us 
to explore our own play memories. Ms. Cheng, the 
founder of Anji Play from Anji, China had been 
doing her own research on how children learn. She 
was noticing that children in her province 
unmotivated and unhappy. In response to this, Ms. 
Cheng thought back upon her childhood years and 
how happy she had been. During her research, she 
discovered that happiness adds to one’s well-being 
and ability to learn. She therefore began to focus 
upon play and happiness. 

In order to better understand my experience, I 
wish to invite readers to experience their own 
memories of play. Please take a moment to close 
your eyes and let yourself go back to your 
childhood.  Before you do, please read over the 
prompts that were used by Ms. Cheng to stimulate 
our guided meditation.  Ms. Cheng asked us to 
reflect upon these questions: 

• Where does your memory take place? 
• Who is with you? 
• What type of sensory memory do you 

have?  What does the space look like? 
What sounds, tastes, smells are occurring 
for you? 

• What sense of time is present? 

• What feelings are you associating with the 
memory? 

How was it for you? My memories quickly 
took me outdoors to my backyard in California. 
We had fruit trees, a pond with guppies, and a 
swing set with bars for climbing. I pictured myself 
swinging while holding my beloved stuffed 
Smokey the Bear on my lap. I could feel the soft, 
warm breeze on my face. I could smell the ripe 
peaches on the tree.  Most of all, I felt integrated, 
whole, and happy. I had a smile on my face and 
my breathing was comfortable and slowed as if I 
were engaged in mindful meditation. All of this 
came to me in an instant as I was asked to reflect 
back on playing during my childhood. 

As I wrote down my responses to Ms. Cheng’s 
questions, I realized how similar they were to 
reflections on spiritual development. I have 
included a diagram of the system of spiritual 
development that emerged from my research where 
I sought out a definition of spiritual development 
that could be used for all children.  This definition 
circumvents discussion about god and religion and 
instead talks about love, connections, relationships, 
wonder, joy, and empathy. 

 

 
 

Diagram: A definition of spiritual development as a system 
that is able to sustain itself throughout a life time (Schein, 
2017).  This system is set into action when love ignites the 
spiritual embryo found within each infant at birth 
(Montessori, 1965). 

 

Love,	connec)ons	
and	rela)onships	
lead	to	a	posi)ve	
sense	of	self	

Basic	disposi)ons	
are	filled	with	

spiritual	moments	
of	wonder,	awe,	
joy,	and		inner	

peace	

Complex	
disposi)ons:		Acts	

of	kindness,	
caring,	empathy,	
and	reverence	
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After guiding many such play memories in her 
home town, Ms. Change came to realize that there 
existed some overt similarities amongst adult 
memories of play. Play was remembered as being 
full of risk taking, fairly unstructured, and most 
often occurring outdoors, within nature. Any rules 
children made were by the small group of mixed 
aged children playing together and there was a 
clear absence of any adult presence.  

At this symposium, Ms. Cheng, shared more 
about this play-based curriculum that originated 15 
years ago in Anji County, China.  As director of 
Early Childhood Education of this county, Ms. 
Cheng Xuegin, was not satisfied with the life of 
children in her schools. At the time, she was 
overseeing 130 public preschools and rural village 
sites that included 14,000 children, In the hopes of 
bringing more joy and deep learning to these 
children, Ms. Cheng focused on using more natural 
materials, loose parts, “highly sophisticated 
observation and reflection practices for teachers, 
children, and parents”. She also explained over and 
over again that at its core was a movement filled 
with love, risk, joy, engagement and reflection 
(http://www.anjiplay.com/about).  It was her 
constant reference to love and joy that made me 
think most about spiritual development. When love 
is an important component for learning than trust is 
also involved.  When children trust their educators 
and themselves, they are more able and more likely 
to take risks necessary for learning. 

Ms.Cheng therefore instructed her teachers to 
provide children with lots of time for open-ended 
outdoor play. She told teachers to keep their hands 
in their pockets, their mouths zipped, but to 
provide emotional support and trust to children by 
positioning themselves throughout the play space, 
physically close to the children.  Teachers used cell 
phones to capture amazing moments of play. These 
videos were later used after lunch and naptime for 
children’s reflections.  Snippets were organized 
around a theme for group discussion guided by 
questions and children’s responses.  

It was the children responsibility to create their 
play space each morning by using bamboo ladders 
of various heights and planks.  There were also 
large cylinders for children to stand on, hide in, 
and paint. At the end of playtime, children were 
responsible for cleaning up and putting away all 

materials used during that day. Right from the 
beginning, it became clear that these children were 
extremely capable of finding their own limit of risk 
and safety while also being extremely creative, 
thoughtful, and responsible. It is my understanding 
that the children now draw a picture of what they 
intend to create.  Then they play and then they 
draw another picture to document what they 
actually did.   

As I reflect on Anji play, I see a philosophy of 
education that is capable of nurturing children’s 
spiritual development in so many ways.  It begins 
with love. It provides many moments of wonder, 
awe, joy, and inner peace.  During play, children 
must work together therefore, working out 
problems and acting with kindness and empathy 
towards one another.  Lastly, when children are 
asked to clean-up. it parallels reverence found in 
children’s spirituality.  Responsibility and 
reverence lead to becoming a citizen of a group 
through such qualities as sharing responsibility and 
understanding the need for rules and the reason to 
follow them.  For American children, this is one 
area where a sense of Democracy is born.   

Although, the diagram of spiritual development 
does not speak of reflection, it does reference the 
need to develop a strong sense of self.  Love, play, 
relationships, responsibility, and reflection all 
contribute to this sense of self – who am I?  What 
am I capable of doing?  What do I need help with?  
Through this process of play, all domains of 
development are stimulated -  cognitive, social, 
emotional, physical, and spiritual.  I invite you to 
take a look at http://www.anjiplay.com/about using 
a spiritual lens.  I think you too are in for a treat. 
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Learning how Play Develops Spiritual 
Awareness 
An Interview with Leah Smith by Karen Lindeman, 
Ph.D. 
 
Leah Smith, M.A. has worked in both higher 
education and in early childhood and sometimes 
blogs at www.graceandwondering.com. I found her 
online as she blogged about her experiences 
working with young children. I reached out to her 
to learn more. Here is our interview.  
 

Karen Lindeman (KL): Tell me a little about 
yourself? You don’t have any formal early 
childhood training, correct? 
 
Leah Smith(LS): My background is in higher 
education, specifically student development.  I 
have a degree in Educational Ministries and have 
knowledge and experience in educational theory 
and child development. I honestly believe that my 
work with college students uniquely prepared me 
to work with young children because it helped me 
“keep the end in mind” so to speak.  Working with 
college students, helped me value the foundations 
of learning that happen during early childhood in a 
deep way. 
 
KL: Can you clarify this connection between 
college students and young children’s spirituality? 
 
LS: From my work with college students, it was 
evident that many were experiencing extreme 
crisis—spiritually and emotionally.  There seemed 
to be something lacking in their development that 
kept them from being able to experience hope and 
joy in life.  They were searching for meaning and 
seemed disconnected to the answers that satisfied 
those from previous generations. 
 
If we don’t value spirituality in childhood, we put 
children at risk of being disconnected from their 
very selves as they reach adulthood.  Without trust 
and openness, our experience of hope and our 
ability to give and receive love is limited.   We 
would do better to nurture children’s souls in their 
formative years setting them up for emotional 
health and relational vitality in adulthood.   
 
Spiritual maturity is an ongoing process.  None of 
us will ever reach a point where we have fully 
arrived.  In this way children’s spirituality is never 
truly separate from adult spirituality, rather is 
serves as the foundation for it.  Each of us is on our 
own journey and our spirituality is shaped by our 
experiences, education, and traditions.   
 
KL: In the blog, you started out with scripted 
lessons and crafts and made some profound 
conclusions about the need for play on your 
own. You noted in the blog: "Some crafts ...were 
probably too advanced for these four and five year 
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olds.....I honestly thought I was just a bad teacher 
who had a hard time with classroom 
management.  Maybe teaching little kids just 
wasn’t for me". How did this reflection improve 
your practice? 
 
LS: A lot of what’s out there for children tends to 
focus on entertaining them, keeping them busy, or 
even telling them what to think or believe.  When 
adults plan activities for children, there is also a 
tendency to almost “use” children to create cute 
stuff or do adorable things so that we [as adults] 
feel good or are even entertained by what the 
children do.  All of this undervalues children and 
acts as a barrier to children experiencing true play 
and even true learning. 
 
I think I felt that undervaluing in my soul but 
didn’t know how to put it into words or how to 
change the environment where I served children so 
that they were able to be and become who they 
were made to be.  I started researching because I 
knew there had to be a better way to teach children 
and a better way to really see children.   
 
Along the way, ideas from Maria Montessori, 
Charlotte Mason, Jerome Berryman and the 
educational approaches of Reggio Emilia and 
Godly Play along with Montessori and Charlotte 
Mason have influenced and shaped my 
understanding of children, spirituality, play, and 
learning.  I have been attracted to these models 
because they all have a high view of children and 
place a deep emphasis on respecting and honoring 
what is already happening within children.   
 
KL: Can you share an example of your new role in 
play? 
 
LS: I was doing all this research on my own and I 
wasn’t sure that I understood how to put it into 
practice, so I just started to experiment.  Typically 
in my role, I would set up a variety of learning 
invitations around the room—some were art, 
others used building materials or loose parts.  
Sometimes the centers would invite pretend play.  I 
would develop invitations that went with the theme 
of the lesson, but I tried not to dictate how the 
children used the materials. I knew the children 
well, so it was easy to come up with ideas that 

would interest them.  And then I would let them 
play.  One of the unexpected outcomes was the 
increase in conversation as the children talked 
about what they were doing and talked more to 
each other.  They developed this little community 
with one another.   
 
KL: Were these the only explicit changes that you 
made?  
 
LS: Here are a few of the other changes I made in 
my own teaching practice:  
 
• Less toys.  This seems a little backwards when 

speaking of play, but I got rid of the plastic 
stuff that made noise, and anything that was 
character driven.  I also got rid of things that 
were overly fake or dumbed down for children.  
Whenever possible I replaced the play things 
with things that were more realistic or open-
ended.   

• Quality materials.  I bought quality art 
supplies.  We used oil pastels, watercolors, 
yarn, clay, chalk and lots and lots of glitter and 
paint!  We developed systems to manage the 
mess so the children could have more freedom 
to express themselves.  We taught them to get 
out their own materials and put them away so 
they had greater independence and ownership.  

• Loose Parts.  This is a Reggio Emilia idea that 
uses a variety of found items and building 
materials as materials for play.  This allowed 
for the creation of invitations to play in 
countless ways that our old toys didn’t offer.        

• Better Stories-  If play is where children make 
meaning of their world, then story is where 
they get the ideas that are meaningful.   
Narrative captures our imagination as we 
naturally place ourselves within story and 
identify with the characters within the story.  I 
began to realize that story was a better teacher 
than I could ever be. I started honing my 
storytelling skills so that the focus was on the 
story and its content-- not just on me being 
entertaining or engaging.    

• More Time- When Maria Montessori talks 
about play being children’s work, I think part 
of what she is referring to is what happens in a 
child’s mind and imagination when we give 
them space and time to play out all that they 
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are learning about and wondering.  It is in this 
reflection that children make meaningful 
connections and explore new ideas to see if 
they really make sense.  Once we gave the 
children better “food” through better stories 
and better materials, we saw a difference in the 
choices they made during free play and the 
things they talked about or pretended.   

• Less Technology-  This was probably the 
biggest area where I felt like I was going 
“against the grain,” I felt pressure in my field 
to use flashy, media driven presentations to 
teach and engage the children.  My low tech 
approach was met with doubt and even 
criticism.  But I felt strongly that children 
needed a space that was quiet and peaceful 
where they didn’t feel rushed and where they 
were able to make their own decisions about 
how they would use their time.  I felt like the 
entertainment approach was fun in the short 
term, but did not lend itself to the reflective 
engagement that would build a foundation for 
spirituality that would still be viable into 
adulthood. 

 
KL: How do you see play and spirituality 
intersect? 

 
LS: Part of spirituality is facing our human 
limitations.  We all face questions of meaning and 
identity in this life.  Who am I?  Why am I here?  
What is true? What is good?  What is beautiful?  
Children feel these questions too, though they lack 
the ability to express them in the ways adults can.  
They explore these ideas through their play.  In 
their play they can be anyone, they can go 
anywhere, they can do anything.  But in their play 
they can also explore what if feels like to 
experience loss, face their frailties, deal with 
rejection and aloneness.  In their play, they live out 
their story and dream of a story that is bigger than 
themselves.   
  
When considering what true play looks life, I have 
found the most help through Jerome Berryman’s 
definition of play.  “Play is related to love, flow, 
and contemplation in that it is pleasurable, done for 
its own sake, is absorbing, and must be voluntary.”  
As an adult, I best connect with the experience of 
play when I compare it to the feelings I experience 

when I lose myself in work that I enjoy.  I lose 
track of time, I am able to focus, creativity 
abounds, and I feel joy and pride in what I have 
accomplished.   
 
As adults who work with children, we have the 
responsibility to protect play and to recognize and 
understand its value.  We can come alongside 
children as attentive listeners and as providers of 
learning environments that nourish their humanity.  
But we must not use play to control children or 
make it about us.  We need to be very careful that 
we do not manipulate children through the things 
that bring them joy.   
 
We can, however, point them in the direction of 
truth, goodness, and beauty.  In fact, I think it is 
our duty to share the wealth of this world with the 
very young.  For we do not know what they will 
become, what ideas will inspire, or what 
experiences will motivate them to greatness.  We 
can feed their minds and nourish their souls with 
great books, enjoyable lessons that don’t kill the 
joy of learning, lots and lots of time outdoors, 
exposure to great art and beautiful music, and time 
to enjoy it all through play.  It is in the freedom of 
play, that children are able to internalize and make 
the connections that are important to them.   
 
KL: Can you share an example?  
 
LS: Over time, there was enough evidence that 
something special was happening that it became 
more and more exciting to be a part of what the 
children were learning.   
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I remember one of my students, who many people 
had written off as a behavior problem, built this 
fortress out of blocks.  She added a crowd of peg 
people outside of the fortress.  She placed one of 
peg people on top of the fortress and battery lit 
candles in front of it.  When she showed me what 
she had built, she said, “all the people didn't have a 
place to live so the person (on top of the building) 
let all the people come and warm themselves by 
the fire". She also pointed out that there was a 
child there too.  
 
 
KL: This is all very amazing and encouraging. I 
especially like seeing how you made these 
transformations based on your own reflective 
practice. Thank you for sharing with us. Any last 
comments? 
 
LS: It is hard to quantify the spiritual nature of 
their play. After all, spiritual growth is in itself a 
process and not something that can be completed 
or packaged or even recreated in a set way. I think 
their experiences had as much to do with having a 
place where they were honored and respected as it 
did with what they did while they were there. 
 
KL: I agree! Thank you! Keep up the great work!  
 
Currently, Leah’s primary responsibilities center 
around homeschooling her three school age 
children and partnering with her husband, Chris, in 
family ministry in their local church in Alton, 
Illinois.  
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