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Play is a promising setting for early mathematics education that incorporates the children's 
perspective into teaching (Ginsburg, 2006). Recent research has indicated that the early years is a 
time to engage children in a range of mathematical ideas to develop their mathematical capability 
(MacDonald, 2018). However, tensions can arise for teachers of the early years of primary school 
between providing opportunities for mathematical play experiences versus more formal guided 
instruction lessons. Teachers in the following study did not seek to choose one approach or the other, 
but rather investigated whether planned play experiences at the start of the day in Kindergarten 
(Foundation year) contributed to students using their mathematical ideas later in the day (or week) 
during their daily mathematics lesson. 

A group of Kindergarten teachers, and their school leaders, from nine schools in the New South 
Wales Catholic Schools Parramatta Diocese engaged in professional learning. This learning 
focussed on developing young learners’ oral language and inquiry skills in the early years of school 
through play. In parallel with this learning, two of these nine schools were part of the Exploring 
Mathematical sequences of Connected, Cumulative and Challenging tasks (EMC3) Research Project 
(Sullivan et al., 2020). While regularly supporting one of these schools during the EMC3 project, the 
teachers combined the pedagogical approaches of mathematics inquiry and mathematical talk into 
the children’s play experiences. As Helenius et al. (2016) noted, “a teacher's active participation in 
the play could contribute to children learning more about mathematics” (p. 154). 

The teachers regularly reflected on their role during the children’s play using the continuum of 
play-based learning (Pyle & Danniels, 2017), in particular inquiry play, collaboratively designed 
play, and playful learning. The lead teacher noted a Kindergarten teacher’s insight that, “When you 
play with them, you get a better understanding of their maths knowledge.” They discovered there 
were more opportunities to notice, explore, and talk about mathematics, and help support their 
Kinder students’ mathematical development, than they initially anticipated. Through the teachers’ 
active participation in the Kindergarten children’s play world, they were able to gain deeper insights 
about their students’ understanding of early mathematical concepts, mathematical thinking, and 
mathematical development in a playful way. Research related to this study is continuing. 
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