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Play-based learning in emergencies

In 2024 and 2025, the Canadian NGO CODE commissioned a series of African research
studies in partnership with Global Affairs Canada, to help build the regional evidence
base on what works to improve literacy and learning outcomes for children in refugee
and internally displaced person (IDP) communities. Some of these studies explored
how play-based learning approaches can support children’s academic progress and
well-being in emergency settings.

Across crisis-affected contexts, children
often face disruptions to their education,
along with emotional and social challenges
linked to conflict and displacement. Research
by Dr. Belay Hagos Hailu in post-conflict
Tigray, Ethiopia, shows that play-based and
joyful learning approaches can help address
both challenges at once. His study examined
an accelerated learning program designed for
out-of-school children. It found that students
were able to catch up on missed learning
through a condensed curriculum, while also
improving their literacy and numeracy skills.
In fact, children in the program
outperformed their peers in regular schools.
At the same time, the use of joyful, play-
based methods was linked to fewer
behavioural difficulties, suggesting that these
approaches can support both learning and
emotional well-being.

Research by Dr. Tadesse Jaleta Jirata, also in Ethiopia, highlights the importance of
using culturally relevant play in early literacy development. His study focused on
Grade 2 students living in displacement contexts, where indigenous play practices
were used as part of literacy instruction. Over a four-month period, teachers
integrated these local games and activities into reading lessons. The results showed
significant improvements in literacy scores among students who participated in the
program, compared to both their own previous performance and to a control group
of students who did not receive the intervention. These findings suggest that
familiar, culturally grounded play activities can be a powerful tool for improving
literacy in crisis settings.
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In Cameroon, research by Dr. Etta Aki explored how culturally enhanced play-
based activities can support both literacy and resilience among internally
displaced children. Her study found that locally adapted activities—such as
songs and games—led to rapid improvements in reading and spelling, with strong
gains observed in just a few weeks. Songs were particularly effective in
supporting literacy development, helping children retain and apply language
skills. At the same time, structured games played an important role in building
resilience. Through rules, teamwork, and competition, children developed skills
such as cooperation, empathy, and perseverance. The study found that
perseverance—children’s ability to keep working toward goals despite challenges
—showed the greatest improvement.

Taken together, these studies show that play-based learning is more than just an
engaging teaching method—it is a practical and effective approach for supporting
both academic and social development in emergency contexts. By using joyful,
culturally relevant activities, teachers can help children catch up on learning, stay
engaged, and build the emotional skills they need to cope with difficult
circumstances.

Download this research from:https://code.ngo/tlfcresearch/
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