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Introduction
It is paradoxical that many educators and parents still differentiate between a time for learning and a time for play without seeing the vital connection between them. This is because while people take education seriously and pay much attention on engaging children and students in thought provoking and meaningful processes, there is the risk of missing on the fundamental aspect of child play. In this context, play refers to a child’s involvement in recreational and enjoyment activities away from the serious or practical aspect of learning, for instance taking part in a sporting activity. On the other hand, learning refers to the acquisition of skills or knowledge through teaching, experience or studying. To understand play and learning, it is important to critically examining differences people attach to play and learning time, without understanding the link between them in the context of relevant theories and research findings.
Locke advanced the concept of empiricism by emphasizing that at birth, a child’s mind is in a blank state. In contributing to the understanding of the learning process, Locke advocated for making learning a recreational process, which would make education and learning better (Walle, 2002). This is a significant contribution to the fact that senses are important for child learning and childhood represents a fundamental and unique state in the development of a person. Therefore, it is important to establish the difference and understand the link of play to learning because play brings the recreational aspect and provides the empirical data required by the senses to enhance education. In this regard, understanding comes from the experience acquired from everyday observations. In comparing the child’s mind at birth to a blank slate, it means that the mind remains empty until the child learns through experience, and therefore, making learning recreational contributes to making education fun and practical. This means that knowledge is not an innate thing; rather it is something resulting from experience (Walle, 2002).
According to Nativist Rousseau “Children progress through specific stages as they develop and that for education to be meaningful for children it should be in tune with those distinct states” (Brown & Patte, 2013). In his research on children, Rousseau discovered that social interactions and play between the young ones are vital ingredients in enhancing the learning process or the children. In opposition to the serious and practical doctrine of schooling, Rousseau asserted that parents and teachers must make the learning process pleasurable to the children. Rousseau’s position is supported by the assumption “that children are born self-centered but with an innate sense of right and wrong meaning that children are born innocent and pure” (Baucum, 1999). With the perception that the education system and society as a whole contribute to corrupting children, Rousseau’s position calls for reforming of the education system and societal perception to achieve the best out of children mainly by making learning recreational and pleasurable.
Through play, learning in children becomes pleasurable and makes the child feel comfortable to continue engaging in the learning process. The assumption is that play is vital in the children’s emotional development. This requires society and the education system not to introduce spontaneous play in the learning process; rather, the children should play freely, although it may result in detrimental consequences. The theory highlights the significance of play as a process of enhancing better management of feelings and ensuring the children remain attached to the people around them including parents and teachers (Benson & Haith, 2009).
Constructivism is vital in understanding the link between play and early learning as advanced by Piaget and Bandura. Constructivists base their argument on different stages of child development which contribute to the learning process (Swanson, Edwards and Spencer, 2010). In this regard play links with play as a way of overcoming the child’s egocentric nature, accommodating change, assimilating reality, understanding symbols, and learning through experience. Play helps a child overcome egocentrism by understanding other people’s perspectives through social interaction. Through play, children learn about real situations in life and learn to live with them. Play enables parents and teachers to learn about the child’s inner self through the symbols used by the child. Furthermore, play is vital in the preoperational stage by making the child learn through experience. Therefore, according to constructivism, children use play as a major way of teaching themselves and just like the adult reasons through real situations, children play through situations and use play as a symbolic manifestation (Swanson, Edwards and Spencer, 2010).
The social constructivist position relies on the major aspects of apprenticeship, participation approbation and guided participation. The social constructivist perspective applies to education by elaborating the role of stakeholder in bringing the best out of children. Collaboration is important in the social constructivist position, as children through observation, their interests and the immediate environment. The adults are vital in determining the direction taken by children, which explains the importance of their participation in child play and making it part of the education process. The theory also presents a way of integrating children to the social set up, which plays a role in child education (Linda, 2011). Other than the child’s immediate gratification during play, the child fulfills his/her need for playing, develops self-regulation through play rules, and enhances the process of maturity for the child. Overall, play enables children to operate at the highest level of their capacities, which in turn enhances optimal development and learning (Rees & Willan, 2006).
Play is a major aspect of child education, which calls for parents and teachers to understand the significance and difference between play and learning processes. From the critical analysis, it is apparent that play contributes positively to social and intellectual development. Furthermore, through play children show their individual abilities, role-play, self-regulate and accommodate other people’s ideas. It emphasizes on the importance of adult participation in the play and learning times.
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