
B E N  K I N G S T O N - H U G H E S

THE POWER
OF PLAY

THE POWER
OF PLAY

Jaffa Cakes and BroccoliJaffa Cakes and Broccoli  

East Midlands Early Years Stronger Practice Hub



THE POWER OF PLAYTHE POWER OF PLAY
Jaffa Cakes and BroccoliJaffa Cakes and Broccoli  

East Midlands Early Years Stronger Practice Hub

O k  s o  w e  a l l  k n o w  t h a t  P l a y  i s  g o o d  f o r  c h i l d r e n .O k  s o  w e  a l l  k n o w  t h a t  P l a y  i s  g o o d  f o r  c h i l d r e n .

T h e  p r o b l e m  i s  t h a t  m a n y  p e o p l e  i n  s o c i e t y  d o n ’ tT h e  p r o b l e m  i s  t h a t  m a n y  p e o p l e  i n  s o c i e t y  d o n ’ t

s e e m  t o  r e a l i s e  j u s t  h o w  g o o d  i t  i s  f o r  c h i l d r e n .  W es e e m  t o  r e a l i s e  j u s t  h o w  g o o d  i t  i s  f o r  c h i l d r e n .  W e

a r e  n o t  t a l k i n g  a b o u t  “ e a t i n g  a  b i t  m o r e  b r o c c o l i ”a r e  n o t  t a l k i n g  a b o u t  “ e a t i n g  a  b i t  m o r e  b r o c c o l i ”

g o o d ,  w e  a r e  t a l k i n g  a b o u t  a  f u n d a m e n t a l  b u i l d i n gg o o d ,  w e  a r e  t a l k i n g  a b o u t  a  f u n d a m e n t a l  b u i l d i n g

b l o c k  f o r  e v e r y  a s p e c t  o f  a  c h i l d ’ s  w e l l - b e i n g  a n db l o c k  f o r  e v e r y  a s p e c t  o f  a  c h i l d ’ s  w e l l - b e i n g  a n d

d e v e l o p m e n t .  W e  a r e  t a l k i n g  a b o u t  b r a i n  g r o w t h ,d e v e l o p m e n t .  W e  a r e  t a l k i n g  a b o u t  b r a i n  g r o w t h ,

l i f e l o n g  h e a l t h  a n d  e v e n  l i f e - e x p e c t a n c y .l i f e l o n g  h e a l t h  a n d  e v e n  l i f e - e x p e c t a n c y .   

Y e s ,  P l a y  i s  t h a t  g o o d !Y e s ,  P l a y  i s  t h a t  g o o d !
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Working with vu lnerable  ch i ldren I  see f irsthand exact ly how “good” P lay is

for ch i ldren .  I  see ch i ldren thr iv ing through p lay ,  ch i ldren who have been

through more trauma in the ir  short l ives than I  can even imagine .

Ben Kingston-Hughes is an international keynote
speaker, author and multi award-winning trainer. He is
also the Managing Director of Inspired Children and has
worked with vulnerable children across the UK for over
34 years. He has appeared on television several times

working on a variety of children’s projects and his
distinctive blend of humour, neuroscience and real-life
practical experiences have made his training invaluable

for anyone working with children.
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We are current ly in  a  wor ld where ear ly years pract it ioners are pa id less ,
desp ite overwhelming ev idence that they have more impact on a ch i ld  than

any other subsequent teacher .  One of the reasons is  that people  don ’t  seem
to va lue p lay .  Some of the best work we ever do in  ear ly years is  the stuff

that to an outs ide observer looks the most fr ivo lous and the least
important .  The tru ly l i fe  changing stuff can often be the s i l l i est .  

There are even theor ists  arguing that we should drop the word “P lay”  from
our agenda when work ing with young ch i ldren because it  i s  the concept of

p lay which potent ia l ly  leads to our ent ire industry be ing de-va lued .  

I  say no .  P lay is  not something that can be brushed as ide just because it
does not conform with the neat adult  ideas of what learn ing should look

l ike .  We don ’t  need to pretend p lay does not ex ist ,  we need ammunit ion to
f ight for p lay in  a wor ld that does not va lue it .

The silliest thingsThe silliest things
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This  i s  where neurosc ience comes in .  I  am not a
neurosc ient ist  (far from it)  but I  have
researched the neurosc ience of P lay because it
g ives me ammunit ion and ev idence to just ify
what I  do for a l iv ing .  It  g ives me a concrete ,
sc ience-based approach to even the s i l l i est
th ings we do with our ch i ldren .  

Standing up for PlayStanding up for Play

Play Grows BrainsPlay Grows Brains
The f irst  th ing we need to acknowledge is  that p lay is  v ita l  for  bra in
growth.  Bra in growth is  exper ient ia l  which s imply means that ch i ldhood
exper iences are more important for growing ch i ldren ’s  bra ins than any
other factor .  The most acce lerated t ime for bra in growth in  our ent ire
l ives is  our ear ly years which means our exper iences in  ear ly ch i ldhood are
cr it ica l  in  ensur ing our bra ins grow to the ir  fu l l  potent ia l .  P lay g ives a
broader range of exper iences than any amount of s itt ing st i l l  or  watching
screens .  One minute the ch i ld  i s  up to the ir  armpits  in  cornf lour and water ,
the next they are c l imbing a tree and then they are pretending the ir  teddy
has an actual  personal ity .  In  fact ,  p lay g ives a broader range of
exper iences than a lmost anyth ing e lse a ch i ld  ever does ,  mak ing P lay one of
the key cr iter ia  for hea lthy bra in growth.  

Studies in  P lay depr ivat ion with laboratory mammals  show that an absence
of P lay resu lts  in  a  s ign if icant ly smal ler  bra in .  
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But why do ch i ldren P lay in  the f irst  p lace? Here th ings get
rea l ly  fasc inat ing .  The legendary neurosc ient ist  Jaak Panksepp
(the Rat T ick ler ! )  proposed that as a l l  mammals  p lay ,  the urge
to p lay must come from the more pr imit ive mammal  parts of our
bra in .  Th is  i s  not the c lever ,  human b its  of the bra in ,  but the
o lder b its  assoc iated with urges such as food,  sex and s leep .
The Pa leo Mammal ian Cortex ,  or  more s imply the L imbic System,
has one job which is  to keep us a l ive at a l l  costs .  I f  you are
hungry r ight now it  i s  because your L imbic system is  making you
hungry .  Th is  i s  s imply because we need food to surv ive ,  so our
L imbic System makes us hungry to ensure we eat .   

Playful BrainsPlayful Brains

Jaak d id exper iments on rats to determine exact ly where p lay s its  in  the
mammal  bra in and it  was indeed the pr imit ive l imbic system.  Th is  i s
s ign if icant for severa l  reasons ,  not least because the on ly purpose of th is
part of the bra in is  surv iva l .  Th is  means that running ,  jumping,  sk ipp ing ,
ro l l ing ,  c l imbing and s imi lar  phys ica l  p lay exper iences are inst inct ive mammal
behav iours spec if ica l ly  to bu i ld  every aspect of l i fe long hea lth ,  from bone
dens ity to card iovascular  and resp iratory system hea lth .  We a lso know that
you cannot bui ld  these v ita l  aspects in  adulthood.  It  i s  far  to late by then.   

In short, Play is a key mechanism for life-expectancy
turning vulnerable baby mammals into strong

healthy adults.



So why is  one Jaffa cake never enough? Why do we a lways fo l low up each
Jaffa cake (or  cr isp or  sweet)  with another b ite?[1]  It  turns out our bra in
is  so wired for surv iva l  that it  actua l ly  drugs us into eat ing more Jaffa
cakes .  The l imbic system re leases addict ive b io-chemica ls  every t ime you eat
food,  ensur ing that you cont inue to eat more food.  Th is  does mean
something qu ite spec ia l  though.  It  means that every t ime you eat a Jaffa
cake ,  it  now counts as research into the neurosc ience of the l imbic system
(Gui lt  free Jaffa cakes – woo hoo!) .  
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The Power of Jaffa CakesThe Power of Jaffa Cakes

[1] In the whole history of Jaffa Cakes no one has ever eaten just one Jaffa
Cake, unless it is the last Jaffa Cake in the packet and then a small part of

your heart dies inside.

The important b it  i s  that because P lay is  in  the same b it  of the bra in as
our urge for food,  when ch i ldren p lay ,  they produce a s imi lar ly  powerful
cockta i l  of  b iochemica ls .  Th is  cockta i l  conta ins prescr ipt ion grade ant i-
depressants ,  ant i-anx iety medicat ion and even pa in re l ief  medicat ion .
(Oxytoc in ,  Op io ids and Benzodiazep ines to name a few!)  These b iochemica ls
are some of the opt imum biochemica ls  for wel l-be ing and utter ly essent ia l
for  our ch i ldren to thr ive .  Th is  makes P lay one of the most powerful
therapeut ic  exper iences a ch i ld  wi l l  ever have .



So far ,  we have looked at the pr imit ive mammal  bra in ,  the pr imal
urges and inst inct ive behav iours that we share with dogs and cats
and Jaak Panksepp ’s  rats .  What about the spec ia l  b its ,  the un ique ly
human b its? Now don’t  get me wrong,  some mammals  are incred ib ly
inte l l igent ,  but humans are on a whole other leve l  with a un ique and
magica l  upper bra in .  
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Enough about Jaffa cakes – what aboutEnough about Jaffa cakes – what about
Imagination?Imagination?

What makes humans spec ia l  i s  imaginat ion and creat iv ity .  These qua l it ies
def ine us as human in the f irst  p lace and lead to everyth ing humanity has
ever ach ieved from art ,  poetry and l i terature ,  to mathematics ,  arch itecture
and engineer ing .  Even with a l l  of  our understanding of the human bra in we
cannot fu l ly  exp la in human imaginat ion .  However ,  we do know it  beg ins in
ear ly ch i ldhood and it  beg ins with p lay .  At some po int the toy bear ,  which
in ear l iest ch i ldhood is  mere ly a tact i le  object ,  becomes Mr B igg lethwaite
and has an actual  personal ity .   Th is  seemingly fr ivo lous deve lopmenta l
mi lestone is  fundamental  to every aspect of deve lopment in  that ch i ld ,
underp inn ing complex language,  mathematics and even advanced soc ia l
concepts such as empathy.  

East Midlands Early Years Stronger Practice Hub

To put it  into context ,  a  ch impanzee can use a st ick as a
too l  or  even a weapon,  but no ch impanzee could ever p ick up
a st ick a say ,  “Expe l l iarmus!”  because they don ’t  have the
neuro log ica l  arch itecture for even th is  s imple imaginat ion .  



Recent ly a parent ,  not rea l i s ing the sess ion was for adults  on ly[1] ,  brought

her son with her .  He sat in  a corner p lay ing with toy d inosaurs and at one

point acted out an argument between two of the d inosaurs [2] making

appropr iate no ises for each of the d inosaurs .  He was three years o ld .  No

other an imal  on the p lanet comes even c lose to th is .  Just l ike  a l l  mammals ,

ch i ldren engage in  the l imbic system urges to p lay but on ly human ch i ldren

take that p lay to a whole other leve l ,  engaging the un ique upper bra in ,

un lock ing ent ire wor lds of imaginat ion and def in ing what it  means to be

human in the f irst  p lace .  On ly p lay does th is .  
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Uniquely HumanUniquely Human

[1] There is always at least one parent who does not read the instructions!
[2] A stegosaurus and a velociraptor

I  often de l iver  Parent P lay tra in ing to ra ise awareness of the importance
of P lay in  the home.  
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The takeawayThe takeaway  
Play is utterly unique. It builds brains, supports l ife-long

health and l ife expectancy, mental health and emotional

well-being as well as the development of imagination and

creativity and complex social functions such as empathy. 

 

And never forget that Play is a fundamentalAnd never forget that Play is a fundamental
human right.human right.  
Art ic le  31  of the UN Convent ion on the R ights of a Ch i ld  c lear ly states
that every ch i ld  has a r ight to P lay .  Ch i ldren do not a lways have the
power in  soc iety to stand up for the ir  r ights ,  so it  i s  up to us to do it
for them.  Be loud and proud about p lay and he lp our ch i ldren to have
the best ch i ldhood ever !

So ,  its  off ic ia l ,  p lay is  not mere ly good for ch i ldren it  i s  better than brocco l i
more rewarding than Jaffa Cakes and could be the most important th ing a ch i ld
ever does .

pengreen.org
EAST MIDLANDS EARLY

YEARS STRONGER
PRACTICE HUB

SPH@PENGREEN.ORG

The Department for Education Help for Early Years
Providers website offers resources, activity ideas and
advice for practitioners when planning the
curriculum through play-based learning.

The Education Endowment Foundation (EEF)
Evidence Store provides evidence informed
approaches and practices to support play-based
learning in the early years. 

https://www.pengreen.org/stronger-practice-hub/

