
Seeing the Power of Play: Learning in Action
A teacher’s handbook on narrative assessment



We know that children’s learning is dynamic and 

can’t be contained to checking a box. Using a 

narrative assessment where teachers tell the stories 

of children’s learning brings children’s perspectives to 

the forefront. These Action Plans connect children’s 

learning in vibrant ways to our state’s Early Learning 

Standards, bringing these assessments into alignment 

with an recognized framework. Narrative assessment 

is core element of the action plan and helps to keep 

the details of children’s learning front and center, 

where it belongs!

Why the shift from 
report card to action 
plan?



 

As an early childhood teacher, you know that play is the natural way that children 

learn. We also know it’s the most effective and long-lasting way children learn.  We 

know that all play is not created equal – complex play allows children to practice 

many skills and dispositions simultaneously.  “Children can discover through free play 

understanding of concepts such as movement, shape, space, mass, length, weight, one-

to-one correspondence and seriation as they select, compare and combine [open-ended] 

objects”1.  Play has several elements that make it play, and not work disguised as play. 

We can recognize play when we see the following qualities in childrens’ activities:

The Power of Play

• CHILD INITIATED/ENHANCED WITH RESPONSIVE TEACHING

• INTENTIONALLY CREATED CENTERS/SPACES

• THE MEANS ARE MORE VALUED THAN ENDS

• THERE’S STRUCTURE, OR RULES, BUT THEY’RE CREATED BY THE PLAYERS

• IMAGINATIVE, NON-LITERAL, MENTALLY REMOVED IN SOME WAY FROM “REAL” OR 

“SERIOUS” LIFE

• PLAYERS HAVE AN ACTIVE, ALERT, NON-STRESSED FRAME OF MIND 1

1: These 5 points are further explained and developed here:   

https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/freedom-learn/200811/the-value-play-i-the-definition-play-gives-insights 

2: https://www.psychologytoday.com/articles/199707/finding-flow 

3:   http://playengland.org.uk/media/120426/free-play-in-early-childhood.pdf 

We want to keep children’s love of 

learning intact and find those just-

right challenge levels that keep children 

engaged and learning. Rich play does 

both!  One of the remarkable things about 

engaging play is that it sets up some of 

the same optimal experiences as Mihaly 

Csikszentmihalyi’s concept of Flow does, 

which “. . . happens when a person’s 

skills are fully involved in overcoming a 

challenge that is just about manageable, 

so it acts as a magnet for learning new 

skills and increasing challenges.”2 Brain 

research on play and early education 

tells us: “if children are introduced 

inappropriately to the formal practice of 

skills to the detriment of time to explore 

and investigate the world at a motor 

level, then their curiosity, motivation and 

creativity may be impaired”3.  By setting 

up rich environments for play, we increase 

the possibilities of children’s motivated 

involvement and eager focus. 

Your brain on 
Play



Seeing the Power of Play: Learning in Action 
Comparing narrative and checklist assessments

Vignette: Mateo walked to the block corner, and stated, “I’m going to make a big 

tree!” Then he picked up one crate of blocks and brought it to an open space on the 

floor, near the block area. He then returned to the block area and picked up another 

crate of blocks and set it in the area by his first crate. He sat between the two crates and 

dumped some blocks out by his feet. He alternated between the two sources of blocks 

and built with blocks. He stacked four layers of blocks on top of each other, using 

various shapes. Two other children were building in the block area at the same time.

a) What differences do you identify 

between the two assessments?

b) Which version feels more 

compelling or interesting? Why?

c) How might a parent think about 

their child after reading each of 

these?  How might a child see 

themselves as a learner based on 

these samples?

Read the vignette about Mateo and his 

block play. Review the sample Narrative 

Assessment and Checklist Assessment and 

then reflect on these questions:



Checklist Assessment vs Anecdotal Notes

Mateo shows initiative in planning in play and can carry out a multiple-step plan 

that he’s created. Mateo is able to carry heavy items with balance and ease.  Mateo 

shows flexibility in problem-solving. He stays calm when problems need several 

attempts to solve. 

PHYSICAL EDUCATION/MOTOR SKILLS 1 2
Demonstrates competency in motor skills 
and movement patterns P P

Demonstrates understanding of movement 
concepts, principles, strategies, and tactics P P

Participates in regularly physical activity P P
Achieves a health-enhancing level of physi-
cal fitness P P

Value physical activity for health, enjoyment, 
challenge, self-expression, and/or social 
interaction

P P

SPEAKING AND LISTENING 1 2
Participates in collaborative discussions, 
asking and answering questions relevant to 
the topic or text under discussion

D P

Presents knowledge and ideas for various 
audiences, purposes, and contexts D P

LANGUAGE 1 2
Demonstrates conventions of standard Eng-
lish (letters, grammar, and spelling)
Demonstrates effective word skills to 
determine meaning and use of vocabulary D D

SCIENCE AND INQUIRY 1 2
Hypothesizes and makes predictions D D
Uses observation to gather information D P
Forms explanations based on trial and error, 
observations and explorations D P

Uses tools to engage in active investigation P P
Creates models to solve problems P P
MATHEMATICS 1 2
Demonstrates and understanding of 
numbers and counting D P

Explores, recognizes, and describes 
shapes, and spatial relationships P P

Perseveres in solving problems P P



Connecting Narrative Assessment & the Wisconsin Model 
Early Learning Standards 
Performance Standard: B.EL. 5 
Understanding the Concept of 
Measurement 

B.EL.2c Uses Vocalizations and 
Spoken Language to  
Communicate

Performance Standard: A. EL. 2 Engages in 
Meaningful Learning Through Attempting, 
Repeating, Experimenting, Refining and 
Elaborating on Experiences and Activities

Performance Standard: A. EL. 3 Exhibits 
Persistence and Flexibility

Performance Standard: B. EL. 1 Engages in 
Imaginative Play and Inventive Thinking 

Through Interactions with People, Materials, 
and the Environment

Performance Standard: A. EL. 3 Applies 
Problem Solving Skills

Performance Standard: B. EL. 1a Moves with 
Strength, Control, Balance, Coordination, 
Locomotion, and Endurance

Performance Standard: B. EL. 1b Moves with 
Strength, Control, Balance, Coordination, 
Locomotion, and Endurance

Performance Standard: B. EL. 2 Eye-Hand 
Coordination, Strength, Control, and Object 
Manipulation

Performance Standard: B.EL. 
3 Explores, Recognizes, and 
Describes Shapes and Spatial 
Relationships.

Shows skills in executive  
function



One moment of play= much  
learning

Tools for data collection during 
observation that can help you 
create narrative assessments:

We know that certain centers and materials lend themselves to more easily to 

supporting and identifying certain skills and learning. When we see Counting Bears, 

our thoughts immediately turn to math skills. But remember: a short anecdotal note, 

photo, or video clip can offer evidence of many different kinds of skills and learn 

(some that go well beyond first glance)! By knowing the Early Learning Standards 

and capturing the details of children’s play, we can show children’s competence and 

the complexity of their skills and thinking.

• time stamp

• photo

• video clip 

• sketch of child’s 
work

•  dictation

• transcription

• work sample

• anecdotal note

• audio sample

• tally

• visual mapping 
(where does the 
child play/for how 
long/where does 
the child go next)

• interviews (child/
parent)



How to add detail to a narrative
Describe the type of material the child is using. Focus on the most salient details. Is 

there a physical element of the material you think the child is drawn to (e.g. squishy 

red playdough, shiny metal buttons, or smooth wood blocks?) Describe the speed of 

the child (e.g. did the child sprint to the book area to deliberately pick a book from the 

third row?) Describe attempts, not just successes.  We can see progress in failure as 

well as success. 

For Example: Before writing about areas or materials in the classroom, explore for 

yourself the different ways the materials can be used.  For example, you can use a 

paintbrush dozens of ways. Buttons have endless possibilities. The more you have 

first-hand knowledge and experience with the materials, the more likely you will be 

able to capture the child’s activity with them.

Faith development is an important element in our early learners’ school experience. 

You can find more information about the expected outcomes around faith identity and 

development outcomes here: Early Childhood Religion Exit Expectations4. Narrative 

assessment language in this area could look like this:  “Joey actively participates in 

discussion, songs, and prayers. He displays curiosity as we discuss our relationship 

with God. He is learning more about God through our discussions in class and shows 

respect during prayer time. Joey shows great pride in learning the Sign of the Cross 

and is confident praying out loud. He can also tell the story of Noah’s Ark.”

4: https://schools.archmil.org/CentersofExcellence/DOCsPDFs/Early-Childhood/EarlyChildhoodReligionExitExpectations.pdf



a)  How do we observe and document 
the lively minds and relationships of 
children?

• We pay attention to “sparks” – what gets 
children interested? Where do they shine? 
Small moments of complex play can offer 
insights into many learning areas and cross 
over many domains. 

• We strive for  the same wonder and curiosity 
children possess.  While we may understand 
more about how the world works, we can 
maintain our curiosity about how the child 
crafts social relationships, how the child thinks 
and creates, and how the child problem-solves 
and predicts. 

• We expand the ways in which  we describe  
children’s play:

 » Acquisition of information – how are 
children showing you what they know 
about things (physical characteristics, 
how things work, what things mean)?

 » Relationships - how are children 
showing you what they know about 
people, relationships, solving conflicts, 
and building friendships?

 » Manipulation, inspection and 
investigation – how are children showing 
you they understand what they can do to 
objects?

 » Activities designed to bring change 
to material/the child – how are children 
showing you they can transform objects 
and their role in relationship to objects?

 » Effort, attention and purposeful 
activities that have objectives and goals – 
how are children showing you they know 
how to carry out plans they have created?5.

b) How do we tell the learning stories of 
children?

• We can think about learning moments as 
being small stories with a beginning, middle, 
and end. A story can be just a few well-crafted 
sentences that capture the deep learning, in 
which  children create and participate. 

• Detailed narrative assessments help paint 
rich images of children’s learning that makes 
it easier for parents and others to see how 
learning happens in the context of children’s 
complex play. 

• We pull the important details from anecdotal 
notes, photos, and other things we understand 
about the child, add important context 
(learning standards, child development 
theory, etc.) and create a framework for 
understanding the child. 

c) How do we distill action plans from 
the observations, documentation, and 
learning stories of children?

• We look for themes in the play and in the 
child’s development. We notice where we see 
a child on a “cusp” – a learning edge of interest 
and growing skills. 

• We name where we see a child possibly 
going next in his/her interests, skills, and/or 
understanding. 

• We plan and create interesting play 
invitations that may draw a child into that 
play. And in that play, we then begin the cycle 
of observation, documentation and planning 
all over again in order to offer many interesting 
ways to support learning. 

Questions to consider

5: adapted from  http://playengland.org.uk/media/120426/free-play-in-early-childhood.pdf



Resources on Assessment, 
Observation, and Creating 
Narratives: 
Six Simple Ways to Assess Young Children [2002] Sue Y Gober– 
resource on Assessment and systems for storing notes

Developmentally Appropriate Practice in Early Childhood Programs 
Serving Children From Birth Through Age 8 (3rd ed.) [2010] Carol 
Copple & Sue Bredekamp, eds. 

Developmentally Appropriate Practice: Focus on Kindergartners 
[2014] Carol Copple, Sue Bredekamp, Derry Koralek, & Kathy Charner, 
eds.

Focused Observations: How to Observe Children for Assessment and 
Curriculum Planning; 2nd edition [2013] Gaye Gronlund and Marlyn 
James 

Focused Portfolios: A Complete Assessment for the Young Child 
[2002] Gaye Gronlund & Bev Engel

Pedagogical Documentation in Early Childhood: Sharing Children’s 
Learning and Teachers’ Thinking [2015] Susan Stacey 

Spreading the News: Sharing the Stories of Early Childhood Education 
[2002] Margie Carter and Deb Curtis

Electronic resources: 300 Positive words to describe a child: http://
naturalparentsnetwork.com/300-positive-words-to-describe-your-
children/; Descriptive word lists: http://descriptivewords.org/ (many 
categories to choose from)

Resources on Play: 
The Elements of Play Toward a Philosophy and a Definition of Play  

[20 page academic article on play definition and function] Scott G. 

Eberle http://www.journalofplay.org/sites/www.journalofplay.org/

files/pdf-articles/6-2-article-elements-of-play.pdf  

Elements of Play Chart created http://www.museumofplay.org/

sites/default/files/uploads/Elements%20of%20Play050114.pdf The 

Strong: National Museum of Play

The Play’s the Thing: Teachers’ Roles in Children’s Play 2nd ed. [2011] 

Elizabeth Jones and Gretchen Reynolds

Master Players: Learning from Children at Play [1996] Gretchen 

Reynolds and Elizabeth Jones

Playing to Get Smart [2005] Elizabeth Jones and Renatta M. Cooper

Feedback or questions? We’d love to hear from you. 
 
The Archdiocese of Milwaukee

3501 South Lake Drive 

PO Box 070912 

Milwaukee, WI 53207-0912  
 
https://www.archmil.org/archmil/home.htm

Archdiocese of Milwaukee Early Childhood Resource Page:  

https://schools.archmil.org/Schools/educators/Early-Childhood.htm

http://naturalparentsnetwork.com/300-positive-words-to-describe-your-children/
http://naturalparentsnetwork.com/300-positive-words-to-describe-your-children/
http://naturalparentsnetwork.com/300-positive-words-to-describe-your-children/
http://www.journalofplay.org/sites/www.journalofplay.org/files/pdf-articles/6-2-article-elements-of-play.pdf
http://www.journalofplay.org/sites/www.journalofplay.org/files/pdf-articles/6-2-article-elements-of-play.pdf
http://www.museumofplay.org/sites/default/files/uploads/Elements%20of%20Play050114.pdf
http://www.museumofplay.org/sites/default/files/uploads/Elements%20of%20Play050114.pdf


Learning Together with Young Children [2007] Deb Curtis and Margie Carter. [Supports educators to pay attention to the intellectual 

ideas of young children and support their learning.]

Free to Learn [2015] Dr. Peter Gray

Electronic resources:     

How Early Academic Training Retards Intellectual Development by Dr. Peter Gray https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/

freedom-learn/201506/how-early-academic-training-retards-intellectual-development 

Early Academic Training Produces Long-Term Harm by Dr. Peter Gray https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/freedom-

learn/201505/early-academic-training-produces-long-term-harm 

The perils of “Growth Mindset” education: Why we’re trying to fix our kids when we should be fixing the system by Alfie Kohn 

http://www.salon.com/2015/08/16/the_education_fad_thats_hurting_our_kids_what_you_need_to_know_about_growth_

mindset_theory_and_the_harmful_lessons_it_imparts/

Little to Gain, Much to Lose: https://deyproject.files.wordpress.com/2015/01/readinginkindergarten_online-1.pdf

Resources to support the intellectual life of young children: 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/freedom-learn/201506/how-early-academic-training-retards-intellectual-development 
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/freedom-learn/201506/how-early-academic-training-retards-intellectual-development 


744 Williamson St. Suite 200 
Madison, WI 53703 

Ph: 800-783-9322 
wisconsinearlychildhood.org


