
I am writing regarding the essential role of child-directed play in the academic and social development of Iowa’s students. Thank you to the members of this subcommittee for your attention to this important developmental issue in our classrooms.
Child-directed play is defined as free play in which students engage in activities and direct themselves without active adult guidance. It is important to distinguish this from "downtime." Play is the primary vehicle through which young children learn and authentically practice the academic and social skills taught in formal lessons.
To foster this growth, classrooms must include dedicated instructional minutes for both academic learning and child-directed play. This includes the utilization of learning centers such as blocks, home living, science, STEM, exploratory stations, art, and music.
While the Iowa Department of Education’s Healthy Kids Act correctly identifies the need for physical activity—requiring 30 minutes daily for grades K-5 and 120 minutes weekly for grades 6-12—recess alone is insufficient. While recess provides vital physical activity, child-directed play must also occur within the classroom to bridge the gap between social development and academic application.
Incorporating child-directed play into the school day provides several quantifiable benefits:
· It promotes a child’s ability to manage stress and adapt to new circumstances, creating a more conducive learning environment.
· It allows children to practice life skills—including cooperation, sharing, conflict resolution, and peer-to-peer communication—that contribute to a healthy classroom culture.
· Play enhances skills such as focusing, planning, multitasking, and organization, directly improving a student’s capacity for academic tasks.
· Movement opportunities contribute to overall health, while creative outlets help develop the innovative thinking and problem-solving strategies required in the modern workforce.
Nationwide, and specifically within Iowa, there has been a significant increase in disruptive classroom behaviors. These behaviors divert attention from lessons, cause teacher burnout, and hinder the academic progress of all students.
There are no negative consequences to adding more child-directed play into the school day. Conversely, it serves as a direct intervention for these behavioral challenges. By providing our youngest students with the opportunity to regulate their emotions, strengthen motor skills, and improve cognitive function through play, we create a safer, more focused environment for every child.
Requiring child-directed play within daily classroom instructional minutes is a proactive, evidence-based step toward providing a safe and effective learning environment where all Iowa children can thrive.
Thank you for considering these comments and for your continued commitment to our state's educational excellence.
Respectfully submitted,
Joshua Brown
President
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