4 Children and play: Unit 4
The Charter of Children’s Rights (1989) states that
every child in the world should have the right to play.
Play is not the same as recreation or relaxation. Play
is about high levels of learning, while recreation is
about relaxing and not thinking very hard. See more
on play in Unit 8.

Learning outcomes
During this unit you will learn about:
1. The importance of play and activities
and how these link to development.
2. The stages of play.
3. The types of play and appropriate
activities for learning and how to
provide them.

There are different ideas about how to develop play,
but although there are wide cultural variations, all
children seem to develop and learn through play,
including children with severe disabilities.
Children who do not play find it difficult to learn
(e.g. children in the Romanian orphanages were
held back in learning about objects, ideas, feelings,
relationships and people).
Your role will be important in providing
opportunities that support and extend children’s
play.

Theories of play

The importance of play
to development

Ideas about play are influenced by thinkers from the
past and thinkers from around the world. A theory
is something that helps us to explain and answer
‘Why?’ It helps us to look at the role of play in a
child’s development. The different theories of play
emphasise different aspects. They all help us to learn
more about children’s play.

What is play?

Friedrich Froebel (1782–1852)

Through play, children bring together and organise
their ideas, feelings, relationships and their physical
expression. It helps them to use what they know and
to make sense of the world and people they meet.
Play brings together:
l
l
l
l
l

ideas and creativity
feelings
relationships
physical coordination
spiritual development.

Froebel was a forester and mathematician. He was
the first person to write about the importance of
the play in development and learning. He started a
community school, where parents were welcome at
any time. He trained his staff to observe and value
children’s play.
Froebel has had a profound influence on early
childhood education and care. He:
l

During play, children:
l

l
l

begin to make sense and take control of what is
happening in their world
get ready for the future
think about things that have happened.

l

thought it was important to talk with parents
and learn with them how to help children learn
through their play
designed a set of wooden blocks (Gifts), which
are still used in early childhood settings today.
He also designed many other kinds of play
equipment (Occupations) and Movement Games
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l

l

l

l

l

l

(action songs and finger play rhymes and dancing)
through which children learn by doing
considered that relationships with other children
were as important as relationships with adults,
and he had a strong belief in the value of
imaginative and symbolic play
encouraged pretend play, and play with other
children
thought both indoor and outdoor play to be
important
helped children to make dens in the garden and
to play with natural materials such as sand, water
and wood
believed that teachers should be sensitive and
approachable, and that they should have qualities
that the children could respect and imitate
called his schools ‘kindergartens’ (for children
aged two to eight years). Kindergarten means
‘children’s garden’ in German. Even today there
are kindergartens all over the world.

Maria Montessori (1880–1952)
Maria Montessori was an Italian doctor who worked
in the poorest areas of Rome in the 1900s. She did
not believe that pretend play was important. She
thought children wanted to do real things (e.g. not
play at being cooks but to actually do some cooking).
However, she did like Froebel’s play equipment,
and she designed more (didactic materials) to help
children learn, for example, about shapes, weight,
colour, size and numbers.
Montessori believed the following:
l

l

All children have absorbent minds, and the way in
which children learn is different from the way in
which an adult learns. She believed that children
absorb information from the environment. Initially
this learning is unconscious, but after the age of
three the child absorbs information consciously.
The ability to absorb language and to learn motor
skills is initially without formal instruction but
later children use language to question.
Children experience sensitive periods during
which they are particularly receptive to developing
specific skills. A child will develop a particular
interest in one specific skill or action, which they
will repeat time and time again.

l

l

Children should be guided by a trained adult to
use equipment until they can use it confidently on
their own and independently.
A Montessori teacher plays a very different role
from that of a teacher in mainstream school
provision. The teacher, who is known as the
directress, is seen to guide or direct the children,
putting them in touch with their environment so
that they can learn for themselves.

Montessori called her schools Children’s Houses,
and these are still to be found all over the world.

Rudolf Steiner (1861–1925)
Rudolf Steiner encouraged play through natural
materials, such as clay, beeswax, silk scarves for
dressing up and wooden blocks that are irregularly
shaped.
He believed that singing and dancing were
important, and that stories give children ideas
for their play. For Steiner, education is an artistic
process. There must be a balance between artistic,
creative and practical experiences on the one hand,
and academic activities on the other.
Steiner believed that children pass through three
specific phases, as follows:
1 The Period of Will (birth to seven years) – where
the active aspect predominates. Within this
period there are three stages: birth to three years
– the main features are walking, speech and the
ability to think in words; three to five years – the
development of the imagination and memory is
important; five years onwards – the stimulation
for play tends to come less from external objects
but more from ideas generated within the
children.
2 The Period of the Heart (seven to 14 years) – the
feeling phase. The child is now ready for formal
learning, although the role of the imagination is
still very important.
The Period of the Head (14 years onwards) –
the cognitive phase. The adolescent phase is
considered to be the period of thinking. At this
stage children develop a healthy idealism, and
may be very sensitive about their feelings.
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Steiner’s schools are called Waldorf Schools and are
now the largest independent school system in the
world, with many of the schools situated in North
America and Australia.

Margaret McMillan (1860–1931)
Margaret McMillan (and her sister, Rachel) fought
for the education of young children, to emphasise
physical care and development. They campaigned
and were successful in introducing free school meals
under the Provision of School Meals Act 1906, and
they introduced regular medical inspections for
schoolchildren by opening the first clinic especially
devoted to school children in 1908. McMillan
believed that:
l

l

l

l

l

l

l

children cannot learn if they are undernourished,
poorly clothed, ill, with poor teeth, poor eyesight,
ear infections, rickets, etc. (Recent reports
emphasise that poor health and poverty are
challenges still facing those who work with
families in the UK today.)
children learn by exploring, and they achieve
their whole potential through play; she placed an
emphasis on craft and water activities, singing and
model-making
outdoor play and being taught in the fresh air are
important; gardening was a regular activity
hygiene and cleanliness are very important;
McMillan considered it to be her role to educate
parents about how children should remain clean
and hygienic
the role of the ‘home’ in supporting a child’s
learning capability is very important
it is very important to have trained teachers,
and she opened a special training school for the
teachers in her schools. Children were taught in
small groups, and McMillan expected teachers to
be imaginative and inventive
very close partnership with parents is important:
she encouraged parents to develop alongside
their children, with adult classes in hobbies and
languages made available to them.

The British nursery school, as envisaged by McMillan,
has been admired and emulated across the world.
McMillan Nursery schools have gardens, and are
communities that welcome both parents and children.

Ideas about play from around the
world
In Western Europe and the USA, children are
often given toys to play with. Sometimes they are
very expensive to buy. In other countries, specially
designed toys may not be part of the way of life, and
children will play mainly with natural materials,
such as stones, twigs, sand, water and mud, and
make their own pretend play.
In some cultures, adults think it is not a good idea to
play with children. They let children play together and
older children play with younger children (for example,
Maori children in New Zealand). Other cultures
believe that adults (usually mothers) ought to play with
their children and teach them through their play.

How children become involved in
their play and activities
Some theories emphasise the importance of
childhood play because it encourages children to
practise things they need to do later on in life. It
helps them with the physical coordination of their
bodies, objects and people.

Learning through practice play
There are two sides to practice play.
1 The biological side of practice play: studies of
young animals playing show that, for example,
lion cubs playing together quite naturally begin
catching and chewing. This helps them to learn
what they need to know later in order to hunt for
their food and survive.
2 The social/cultural aspect of practice play: even
newborn babies are very aware of other people.
Children imitate people who are important role
models for them.

The importance of play in
supporting all aspects of
development
Knowing the way that play progresses as children
grow older helps adults to plan appropriate play
materials and play opportunities for different
children according to their stage of development.
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This is called knowing about progression in the
development of play.

Play, feelings and self-esteem
There is a popular idea that learning through play
means always having fun. Certainly, children will have
plenty of fun as they learn through play. However,
children also learn about sad and angry feelings. They
are challenged to learn about difficult things such as:
l
l
l

death
being separated from people they love
being hurt.

Some theories emphasise the importance of children’s
feelings. These are ‘psychoanalytic’ ideas about why
children play. The play scenarios children create deal
with their feelings of happiness, sadness, anger, and
so on, in an emotionally healthy way. Although this
helps any child, therapists particularly emphasise sad
and angry feelings through play for the children they
work with. Research shows that emotional health is
helped through play, and leads to children developing
positive self-esteem and resilience.

Play helps socially acceptable
behaviour
Other theories show that children learn to think of
others through their play. They learn to behave in
ways that are socially acceptable as they play. This
helps them to understand how other people feel and
to develop morally (to value and respect others, and to
care about other people). This is called theory of mind.

Play helps thinking and ideas
(concepts) to develop
Unit 10 has detailed information on important
theorists in child care and education.
There are three important theories about how play
helps children to have ideas and learn to think. They
are all useful for adults working with young children.
Two of these theories emphasise social/cultural
learning.
Both Vygotsky’s and Bruner’s theories show that other
people are important in developing a child’s play.

1 Lev Vygotsky was a psychologist in the 1930s
who found that children do their best thinking
when they play with others. This is because play
helps them to feel in control of their ideas, and
to make sense of things that have happened. Play
helps children to think ahead.
2 Jerome Bruner believes that play helps children to
learn how adults do things in their culture. Adults
observe children as they play and break things
down into easily manageable steps for them. This
is called scaffolding the learning.
3 Jean Piaget’s theory emphasised both biological
and social/cultural learning. It is the most famous
theory. Piaget emphasised that children are active
learners. They learn through their senses (seeing,
touching, hearing, smelling, tasting) and through
their own movement.
• Sometimes children will play alone.
• Sometimes they will play with others (children or
adults).
• Children are like scientists, exploring their world
and working at different levels about the world.
• Children go through stages of play (see below).
Although each of the stages builds on the one before,
they also overlap. Modern research shows some
children do things earlier, and some later, than
others.

Piaget’s stages of play
1 Babyhood (birth to 18 months): play involves
sensorimotor behaviour (the senses and
movement).
2 The early years of symbolic play (18 months to
five years): play involves making something stand
for (represent) something else.
3 The school years (five to eight years): children
move from play to taking part in games. They are
able to play more cooperatively. The rules of games
are quite different from the rules of play. In games
the rules are given; in play children make up the
rules as they go along.

Play and the development of
conversation skills
Children experiment with language during play and
use words to express their thoughts and ideas, to
solve problems and to communicate their wishes.
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Play and the development of physical The chosen aspect of play will partly depend on their
age, but it will also depend on their mood, others
coordination
Children vary and develop at different rates. This
depends partly on their biological stage. It also
depends on where they grow up and what play
opportunities and materials they are given. A child
who has played with wooden blocks since toddler
times might well be building towers that are castles
by the age of four years. A child who has not had
these experiences is unlikely to do this.
This shows that what children learn is influenced
by how adults help their development. This is
why observing all children as they play is
important.

It is certainly easier for toddlers and young
children to play together in parallel, associatively
or cooperatively if they are in a pair (two children).
Larger groups are more of a challenge for young
children. Gradually, three or four children might play
cooperatively together. This tends to develop from
three or four years of age.

Play and the development of
physical coordination
Playing alone (solitary play)

The stages of play

From six months onwards

It used to be thought that there were four stages of
social play:
1
2
3
4

around them, where they are, and whether they are
tired, hungry or comfortable.

solitary play
parallel play
associative play
cooperative play.

Solitary play is play that is undertaken alone,
sometimes through choice and at other times
because the child finds it hard to join in, or because
of his or her developmental stage.
l

Recent research shows that children do not develop
as if they are climbing up a ladder. Instead, brain
studies show that their play develops like a network.
Sometimes they will play alone (solitary play).
Sometimes they will play with others (parallel,
associatively or cooperatively). These aspects of play
are discussed on pages 122–127.

l

l

l

In the first stage of play, beginning at about six
months, babies play alone. Babies and toddlers
need time and space to play alone, but often
appreciate having others around them as they
do so.
Playing alone gives personal space and time to
think, get to know yourself and like yourself.
When toddlers play alone, they seek interesting
experiences, but need support when frustrated.
Children of all ages engage in solitary play
sometimes; playing alone enables older children

Physical
ability

Gross motor skills

Fine motor skills

Sit (usually 6–9
months)

• Play with feet (put them
in mouth)
• Cruise around furniture

• Play with objects using a pincer movement (i.e. finger and
thumb)
• Transfer toys from one hand to the other
• Enjoy dropping objects over the side of the high chair and
look to see where they have gone
• Play with objects by putting them into the mouth
• Enjoy ‘treasure baskets’ (natural objects and household
objects)
Provide:
• Cups, boxes, pots of different sizes

➤
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Physical
ability

Gross motor skills

Fine motor skills

Crawl (usually
9–12 months)

• When sitting, the baby
leans forward and picks
up objects
• Enjoy playing by
crawling upstairs or onto
low furniture
• Love to bounce in time
to music

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

• Can manage stairs with
adult supervision
• Can stand and kneel
without support

•
•
•
•
•
•

Walk (but with
sudden falling
into a sitting
position)
(12–15 months)

Pick things up with a pincer movement (finger and thumb)
Pull objects towards themselves
Can point at toys
Clasp hands and love to copy adults’ actions in play
Love to play by throwing toys on purpose
Hold toys easily in hands
Put objects in and out of pots and boxes

Provide:
• Push and pull toys
Begin to build towers with wooden blocks
Make lines of objects on the floor
Begin using books and turn several pages at a time
Use both hands but often prefer one
Lot of pointing
Pull toys along and push buttons

Provide:
• Board books and picture books with lines
• Big empty cardboard boxes
• Messy play with water paints and sand (be alert for physical
safety)
Walk
confidently
(usually
18 months)

Jump (usually
2 years)

Hop (usually
3 years)

• Can kneel, squat, climb
and carry things, can
climb on chairs
• Can twist around to sit
• Can creep downstairs
on tummy going
backwards

•
•
•
•
•

• Can jump on the spot
and run, and climb stairs
two feet at a time
• Kick but not good at
catching ball
• Enjoy space to run and
play (trips to the park)
• Enjoy climbing frames
(supervised)

•
•
•
•
•
•

• Jump from low steps
• Walk forwards,
backwards and
sideways
• Stand and walk on
tiptoe
• Stand on one foot
• Try to hop
• Use pedals on tricycle
• Climb stairs one foot at
a time

•
•
•
•
•

Pick up small objects and threads
Build towers
Scribble on paper
Push and pull toys
Enjoy banging toys (e.g. hammer and peg drums)

Provide:
• Large crayons and paper for drawing
Draw circles
Build tall towers
Pick up tiny objects
Turn the pages of books one at a time
Enjoy toys to ride and climb on
Enjoy messy play with water paints and sand pits

Provide:
• Duplo, jigsaws, crayons and paper, picture books, puppets,
simple dressing-up clothes, hats, belts and shoes
Build taller and taller towers with blocks
Begin to use pencil grip
Paint and make lines and circles in drawings
Use play dough, sand for modelling, paint
Hold objects to explore

Provide:
• Enjoy trip to the park, walks, library, swimming
• Enjoy cooking, small world, gluing, pouring, cutting

➤
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Physical
ability

Gross motor skills

Fine motor skills

Skip (usually
4 years)

• Balance (walking on a
line)
• Catch a ball, kick, throw
and bounce
• Bend at the waist to pick
up objects from the floor
• Climbing trees and
frames
• Can run up and down
stairs one foot at a time

•
•
•
•

Jump, hop,
skip and
run with
coordination
(usually
5 years)

• Use a variety of play
equipment (slides,
swings, climbing frames)
• Enjoy ball games
• Hop and run lightly on
toes, and can move
rhythmically to music
• Well-developed sense of
balance

•
•
•
•

Move with
increased
coordination
and balance
(usually 6–7
years)

• Can ride two-wheel
bicycle
• Hops easily with good
balance
• Can jump off apparatus
at school

•
•
•
•
•

Build tower with blocks that are taller and taller
Draw people, houses, etc.
Thread beads
Enjoy exercise, swimming, climbing (climbing frames and
bikes)

Provide:
• Jigsaws, construction toys, wooden blocks, small world,
glue and stick, paint, sand, water, clay, play dough,
dressing-up clothes and home area play
• Cooking (measuring, pouring and cutting)
Sew large stitches
Draw with people, animals and places, etc.
Coordinate paint brushes and pencils, and a variety of tools
Enjoy outdoor activities (skipping ropes, football – both
boys and girls enjoy these)
• Make models, do jigsaws

Build play scenarios with wooden blocks
Draw play scenarios in drawings and paintings
Hold pencil as adults do
Enjoy ball games
Enjoy vigorous activity (riding a bike, swimming) (Note: children
should never be forced to take part, unless they want to)
• Enjoy board games and computer games
• Often (but not always) enjoy work being displayed on
interest tables and walls (Note: children should never be
forced to display their work)

Table 4.1 Play and the development of physical coordination

l

l

to concentrate and practise their skills (e.g. when
constructing a model).
It is important to protect the child’s play space and
toys from interference by other children.
Children should be allowed to experience
‘ownership’ of toys and not be pushed to share
before they are ready.

Example: A child might play alone – for example, with
a doll’s house – because they want to play out a story
that they have in their head. Having other children
join the play would stop them being able to do this.
Figure 4.1 Babies sometimes like to play alone
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Figure 4.2 Parallel play

Onlooker behaviour
From about eight months to three+ years:
Onlooker ‘play’ is the passive observation of the
play of others without actual participation. Before
children begin to play with each other, they go
through a brief stage of looking-on behaviour:
l

l

l

Children will stop what they are doing to
watch and listen to what other children are
doing.
Older children may also watch others play if they
are new to the group and do not yet feel ready to
enter into the play.
Even a child who is already secure in a group may
engage in onlooker behaviour – taking a passive
interest in what their friends are doing, but not
joining in.

Stages of social play: children
play together
Parallel play
Parallel play develops from two to four+ years,
and describes what happens when children play
alongside each other but quite separately and
without communicating with each other. Onlooker
behaviour evolves into parallel – or side-byside – play, which includes a lot of imitation and
conversation back and forth between the players.
l

During this stage, children like to have exactly
the same toys as their peers do, but their own play
space.

l

l

They are no longer content to play alone, but they
are also not ready for the demands of sharing toys
or taking turns.
Older children also enjoy parallel play with their
friends.

Example: Two children might both put dolls to bed in
the home area. They do not take much notice of each
other.

Associative play
Associative play develops between the ages of threeand-a-half and five+ years. This is when two or
more children actively interact with one another by
sharing or borrowing toys, while not doing the same
things. Children playing at the parallel stage will
begin to become aware of other children. They will
often begin to communicate through talking to each
other or by becoming aware of each other’s games
and by explaining to each other what they are doing:
l

l

Gradually one child will become involved in the
other child’s play; this is known as associative (or
partnership) play.
Language becomes much more important,
imagination increases and dramatic themes begin
to come into the play; this category of play may
seem to be cooperative, but this is not the case – at
this age, children are still too egocentric to have
true cooperation.

Example: Two children might play so that one is the
cook in the cafe and the other is the waitress. They
do not seem to care that they have no customers.
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Example of early (or simple) cooperative play: One
child might be the baby and the other might be the
parent, as they play going to the shops. They talk
about their play ideas: ‘You say “mum” and I say
“yes, darling.”’

Figure 4.3 Associative play

Cooperative play
Cooperative play happens from the age of four-anda-half years onwards, and is when children begin
to ‘play’ together – to share their play. They become
more sociable and take on roles in the play. Children
begin to be aware of the needs and the roles of their
peers and gradually the play can become complex:
l

l

l

Rules are sometimes devised and some
cooperative play will be revisited over several
days.
Cooperative play continues throughout middle
childhood, where it evolves into more stylised
games with rules.
In the early stages of cooperative play, the rules
are not as important as the sense of belonging to a
group and working towards a common goal.

Example of later (or complex) cooperative play: A
group of children between three and five years
old have been on an outing in the local market.
When they return, the adult sets up a market
stall. Some children become customers and buy
things. Others sell things. John has a hearing
impairment and uses sign language. Jack
understands his sign to give him three oranges.
Other children talk as they play: ‘You come and
bag these apples.’

3 Progress check
Matching stages of play
Read through the section in the book on ‘Stages
of play’ and match the following descriptions to
the stage of play and the approximate age when
children tend to play in this way.
Stages of play:
• Solitary play
• Onlooker or spectator play
• Parallel play
• Associative play
• Cooperative play.
Four children are making biscuits. They decide
how to measure out the ingredients and how to
mix them together, sharing the tasks between
them. They take turns and there is plenty of
discussion.
Stage of play:
Approximate age:
Two children are sitting next to each other on the
floor. Each is playing with wooden blocks and is
totally absorbed, but not taking any notice of each
other.
Stage of play:
Approximate age:

Figure 4.4 Cooperative play

A baby is sitting on the floor, selecting items from
a treasure basket containing natural and everyday
objects.
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3 Progress check (cont.)
Stage of play:
Approximate age:
Two children are playing with a farm set. A third
child stops what he is doing and watches them
intently for a while.
Stage of play:
Approximate age:
A group of children are playing at the sand tray.
They are starting to talk to each other, explaining to
each other what they are doing.
Stage of play:
Approximate age:

Types of play and
appropriate activities
for learning, and how to
provide them
The areas and types of play
The terms ‘structured play’ and ‘free play’ are rather
old-fashioned ways of describing the way children
learn through play. Research is showing that we
need to think about these in a modern way.

Free play
Children lead their own play, and adults leave them
to it. They might make a play scenario with toy cars,
for example, and pretend they are playing garages.
Adults provide:
l
l

play materials
play opportunities, both indoors and outdoors.

Children choose what to do and are given plenty of
free time to develop their play.

Structured play
Research is showing that there are two kinds of
structured play, as described below.

Directly structured play
Adults guide and lead the play. The adult might set
up a shop and show the children how to play in it,
introducing shop vocabulary (words about shopping)
and guiding the play story that develops.

Indirectly structured play
The adult structures the environment indoors and
outdoors. The materials offered to the children are
chosen and organised carefully. Children have plenty
of time for play. The adult observes the children as
they play, and joins in following the children’s play
scenario ideas. The adult does not take over but
follows the children’s ideas.
This is a bit like the way a conversation between
people goes along. One person speaks and the other
listens; then the other person replies.
Indirectly structured play means that adults have to
be sensitive to the child’s play ideas. The adult is very
important because they add ideas to help the child’s
play develop.

Creative play
Children must not be expected to ‘make something’.
Creative play is about experimenting with materials
and music. It is not about producing things to go
on display, or to be taken home; for example, when
children are involved with messy finger play with
paint, nothing is left at the end of the session once it
has been cleared away.
Adults can encourage creative play by offering
children a range of materials and play opportunities
in dance, music, drawing, collage, painting,
model-making and woodwork, sand (small-world
scenarios), water (small-world scenarios) and
miniature garden scenarios.
Creative play helps children to express their feelings
and ideas about people, objects and events. It helps
children to:
l
l
l
l
l

be physically coordinated
develop language
develop ideas (concepts)
develop relationships with people
be more confident, and it boosts their self-esteem.
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Drama and imaginative
(or pretend) play
This is where children make play scenarios – for
example, about a shop or a boat, a garage, an office
or a swimming pool.
The important thing to remember about pretend
play is that there will be nothing left to show anyone
when the play finishes. Pretend play scenarios do not
last. This is why it is difficult to explain to parents
the importance of pretend play.
Some adults take video or photographs of children
during their play, to try to capture it on film. They
want to value pretend play as they do all the other
learning that children do.

What to look out for in pretend play
l

l

l

l

l

l

l

l

Children use play props – for example, they
pretend a box is a fridge, or a stick is a spoon, or a
daisy is a fried egg.
They role-play and pretend that they are someone
else (e.g. the shopkeeper).
When they pretend play together, cooperatively,
this is called socio-dramatic play.
Young children pretend play everyday situations:
getting up, going to sleep, eating (just as Peppa Pig
and George Pig® do on television and in books.
Gradually children develop their pretend play
scenarios to include situations that are not
everyday events, and that they may only have
heard about but not experienced. This is called
fantasy play. They might pretend to go to the
moon or go on an aeroplane. It is not impossible
that these things will happen to them.
Superhero play develops when they use unreal
situations, like Superman or Power Rangers or
cartoon characters.
Children use imaginative play to act out situations
that they have definitely experienced, like going to
the supermarket.
For example, a group of children made a
swimming pool out of wooden blocks. One of
them pretended to be the lifeguard and rescued
someone drowning. All the children had visited a
swimming pool so this pretend play was based on
a real experience.

EYFS 2012
Pretend play links with the EYFS Profile and is
part of all six areas of learning. See Chapter 8,
page 208, for more information. Pretend
play also links with all areas of a child’s
development:
• emotional development
• social development
• language development
• cognitive (thinking) development
• physical development.

Spontaneous play
Spontaneous play is particularly rewarding as it
often arises from a child’s interest at the time. It can
also be stimulated by natural events – for example,
a playground full of puddles after a rainstorm – or
by an experience a child has had and wants to share
with you – for example, the arrival of a new baby or
a new family pet. Spontaneous play can also arise
from planned activities – for example, during an
activity with wooden blocks, when children make
their own decisions about how they use the blocks,
perhaps arranging them as seats to pretend they are
travelling on a train.

Heuristic (discovery) play
Heuristic play is the term used to describe children
playing and exploring natural materials using all of
their senses. (The word ‘heuristic’ means ‘helping to
find out or discover’.) The concept was developed by
Elinor Goldshmied, a child psychologist, from her
work watching children and the way they gained
knowledge of the world around them.
Heuristic play is rooted in young children’s natural
curiosity. As babies grow, they move beyond being
content to simply feel and ponder objects, to wanting
to find out what can be done with them. Toddlers
have an urge to handle things: to gather, fill, dump,
stack, knock down, select and manipulate in other
ways. Kitchen utensils offer this kind of activity and
can occupy a child for surprising stretches of time.
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When toddlers make an enjoyable discovery – for
instance when one item fits into another, or an
interesting sound is produced – they often repeat
the action several times to test the result. This
strengthens cognitive development as well as
fine muscle control and hand–eye coordination.
Treasure basket play was also developed by Elinor
Goldshmied to promote heuristic play.

In practice

In practice (cont.)
Write an observation of the activity, noting the
following:
• the length of time the baby plays with each item
• what he or she does with it
• any facial expressions or sounds made by the
baby.

Physical play and exercise

Observing a baby with a natural
treasure basket
Babies learn about their environment using all
their senses – touch, smell, taste, sight, hearing
and movement. A treasure basket is a collection of
everyday objects chosen to stimulate the different
senses. Babies have the chance to decide for
themselves what they want to play with, choosing
in turn whichever object they want to explore.
Choose a sturdy basket or box – one that does not
tip over easily.
Fill the basket with lots of natural objects or objects
made from natural materials so that the baby has
plenty to choose from. For example:
• fir cones

• large
seashells

• loofah

• fruit (e.g.
apple, lemon)

• brushes

• woollen ball

• wooden pegs

• small
baskets

• feathers

• large pebbles

• gourds

• pumice stone

Make sure that everything you choose for the
basket is clean and safe. Remember that babies
often want to put everything into their mouths, so
you need to check that all objects are clean and
safe.
Make sure the baby is seated comfortably and
safely, with cushions for support if necessary. Sit
nearby and watch to give the baby confidence.
Only talk or intervene if the baby clearly needs
attention.
You should check the contents of the basket
regularly, cleaning objects and removing any
damaged items.

Physical play promotes a child’s health. It links with
all other areas of a child’s development. The brain
works better if children have plenty of fresh air and
exercise. That is why both indoor and outdoor play
are very important.
Through physical play children learn to challenge
gender stereotypes. Boys and girls can enjoy playing
ball games (e.g. football play scenarios, running and
climbing). Children need to be encouraged in these
activities. It helps if they wear clothes and shoes that
allow freedom of movement. Children also:
l
l
l
l
l
l

learn through their senses
coordinate their movements
develop their muscles
learn about pace and keeping going (stamina)
learn how to use space in a coordinated way
learn to challenge gender stereotypes.

Manipulative play
Children need plenty of opportunities to play using
manipulative skills. This particularly encourages
children to use their hands, which are very
important in human development.
Boys and girls can enjoy manipulative play.

EYFS 2012
Manipulative play links with the EYFS
Framework, with the area of learning called
Physical Development. See Chapter 10 for more
information on the EYFS.
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Physical development
Coordinates movements (fine motor and gross motor)
Develops muscles
Develops stamina
Helps children to use space in a coordinated way
Learn through the senses
Learn through movement

Relationships (social development)
Children who play physically learn to be
sensitive and aware of others, to give
them enough space, take turns and share.
They cooperate with each other so that
they can all have fun together.
During rough-and-tumble play, they bond
with each other emotionally.
This physical play is usually for short
periods and can often end quickly, and
sometimes in tears!

Language development
There are endless opportunities, e.g. adults need
to give children words they need (vocabulary),
such as fast, slow, up, down, nearly, a good landing.

Physical play

Ideas (cognitive development) e.g. children
develop understanding of :
timing
awareness of space
reasons why things happen, e.g. if I jump
from the second step I need to push off
harder and to bend my knees when I
land. otherwise I will fall.

Feelings (emotional development)
When a child falls over but gets back on the climbing frame,
they are becoming resilient.
When children shout 'Look at me I am high up', as they climb,
It builds their confidence and gives them high self-esteem.
Children who have plenty of time for free movement in a safe physical
environment have opportunities to become adventurous.

Figure 4.5 Aspects of physical play

Physical development
Using fingers and thumbs (pincer movements)
Hand–eye coordination
Develops hand muscles

Relationships (social development)
Children talking about what they are
doing with each other and passing
each other materials they need –
sharing and cooperating.
Children learn to challenge gender
stereotypes.

Language development
Adults and children talk together as they use materials.
Does it fit? Do you have enough? It's too big, will
you pass me the scissors, please?

Manipulative play

Ideas (cognitive development)
Children solve problems as they make
models, paint, draw, etc. They think ahead,
estimate sizes, use shapes and make choices.
They develop ideas of their own.

Feelings (emotional development)
Helps resilience
Builds confidence and high self-esteem
Helps children to persevere (keep going)

Figure 4.6 Aspects of manipulative play
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3 Progress check
Understanding key terms in play
1. Match the category of play in column one with the example in column two.
Category of play

Example

1. Physical play

A. Child using a brush and paint on paper

2. Fantasy play

B.	Three children are playing in the home area; one is the
shopkeeper and the other two are customers

3. Exploratory play

C. Child pretending to be a fire-fighter

4. Manipulative play

D. Child playing outdoors on a climbing frame and slide

5. Creative play

E.	Baby playing with treasure basket which contains natural and
everyday objects

6. Pretend or imaginative play

F. Children playing with beakers and wheels at the water tray

7. Heuristic play

G. Child threading beads onto a lace

8. Socio-dramatic play

H. Child pretending he is flying to the moon on a broomstick

2. Using the headings from Column 1, think of two more examples of activities which correspond to each
type of play – (except for heuristic play).
3. When you have finished, place the sheet in your Unit 4 work file.

Case Study

Making a
waterfall

Andrew enjoyed playing at making a waterfall
in the water tray by pouring water out of a
bottle from as high as he could reach up. Other
children joined in.
Adults can develop this play by setting up
more bottles and having two water trays,
to prevent the activity from becoming too
crowded. They can set up the paddling
pool outside to use as a big water tray, and
let children use the hosepipe to fill it. Put
guttering in the paddling pool to act as a
water chute and provide jugs to pour water
down the chutes. Spare clothes are needed in
case children get wet. It is important to keep
the floors indoors safe from becoming slippery
with too much water. Always keep a mop and
bucket near a water activity.

Planning activities for play in a
range of settings and provision
When planning play activities, adults should consider
the points made in Figure 4.7.

the needs
of the
children
the local
community

the learning
context – indoor
and outdoor
environment

the seven
areas of learning
and development
(EYFS), and the
relationships
between them

Planning
play
activities

the children and
their contribution
to the planning
process

the setting

the group

Figure 4.7 Planning play activities

For information on the EYFS, see below, page 191.
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How to plan
The best planning comes from knowing the
children really well. This develops from using the
observations adults make of children to plan the
next step in their play.
Children need a variety of activities or experiences,
using a range of resources, to enable them to learn
and make progress in all areas of development.
Planning what will be offered helps children to use
a range of resources and materials. It encourages a
‘balanced’ day.
Having made decisions about what to provide it is
then necessary to plan each activity/experience and
consider the following factors:
l
l
l
l
l
l
l
l
l
l

aim or purpose
time needed/group size
preparation in advance
preparation at the time
space/resources/safety
suitability for age/stage of development
supervision/adult role
adaptation for a child with a special need
consideration of equal opportunities issues
opportunities for monitoring and assessing
individual children.

l

Knowing how long you are going to need to carry
out an activity from start to finish for a group is very
important. It helps to decide when it can be done
and, if all children are to have the opportunity to do
it, how many ‘sessions’ will be needed. Generally, the
younger the children, the fewer you would have in a
group – perhaps for a ‘messy’ activity such as finger
painting you may work with pairs or perhaps just
one child. You need to allow time for clearing away,
especially if the tables or the area are needed for
another activity. Similarly, the children themselves
may need to wash ready for lunch or get dressed for
going outside/home.

Preparation/resources
In advance:
l

l

Aim or purpose
As for observations, a clear aim is preferable to one
that is too wide or vague – for example, ‘To develop
fine manipulative skills through putting a straw
in a carton of drink’ or ‘To develop listening skills
through a “sound” lotto game’.
Almost all activities have many benefits and will help
development in more than one area. It is a good idea
to identify the main purpose and mention briefly
other aspects that are also likely to be involved.

Time needed/group size
Most settings have a daily routine which fosters
opportunities for free-flow play. These include
opportunities for:
l
l
l

refreshment, sleep or rest
outdoor or energetic activity
assembly or group time, and

start and finish times for sessions (these may vary
for individual children in a nursery setting).

l

l

The first step is to find out the setting’s current
topic and planning, and discuss with your
supervisor what activity might be appropriate.
You should then plan the activity, show the plan
to your supervisor and, if it is suitable, agree when
you may implement it. This should avoid a similar
one being carried out by someone else the day
before! At this stage you can ensure that the space
you need (e.g. the book corner or the water tray)
will be available. An activity that uses ‘permanent’
equipment (e.g. Lego, Stickle Bricks, puzzles) will
need setting up – space, layout of equipment,
seating if applicable. However, one that uses
‘consumable materials’ (i.e. ones that are used up
and need replacing, such as paper, paint, glue)
requires more consideration.
Make a comprehensive list of what you need – this
should be detailed. For example, not just ‘six sheets
of paper’ but six sheets of A3, black, sugar paper
(i.e. state size, colour, type).
Check that your selected resources are available
(another staff member may have reserved the
last of the gold paper for a particular display or
activity, so do not just go and help yourself!) and
collect them in plenty of time. Some may need
further preparation – for example, cutting to a
smaller size or particular shape, arranging in pots
or tubs for easy access, and so on.
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