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Introductions



Rebeca Poore: 
My favorite play activities are gardening, taking my 
pup out on walks, and volunteering at summer camp. 

Lisa Tran:
My favorite play activities are hiking, riding my 
bike, traveling, cooking, and reading

Jennifer Anderson:
My favorite play activities are running, hiking, 
going to the beach, and playing games with my kids



What is play?



“An activity that is intrinsically motivated, 
entails active engagement, and results in 
joyful discovery.”

“Play is voluntary and often has no extrinsic 
goals; it is fun and often spontaneous.”

“Play often creates an imaginative private 
reality, contains elements of make believe, 
and is nonliteral.”

American Academy of Pediatrics, 2018



UNICEF, 2018



Benefits of Play







Categories of Play



Object Play
This  type of play occurs when a child 
explores an object and learns about 
its properties. It involves the 
active, playful manipulation of 
objects.

It progresses from early sensorimotor 
explorations such as mouthing, 
rotating, and dropping an object. It 
develops to the use of symbolic 
objects and can also include building, 
making, and constructing with objects.



Pretend Play
Pretend play involves creating 
alternate realities to the real world. 
It may involve children experimenting 
with different social roles and 
enacting different people, places, or 
times. 

Pretend play can include symbolic play 
(ie. mentally transforming objects to 
represent pretend entities) as well as 
socio-dramatic play (pretend play in a 
group in which children cooperate and 
take on complementary characters).



Physical Play
Physical play may include 
locomotor play, exercise play, 
outdoor play, and rough & tumble 
play. 

It involves any physical 
activity in a playful context 
such as kicking, running, 
jumping, dancing, skipping, 
chasing and climbing. 



Social Stages of Play





Developmental 
progression of Play



Infancy & Toddlerhood  0 - 2 years
Who is playing?  The child, the young child’s parents/caregivers, and immediate 
family.

Sensorimotor play--exploring sensations and movements, actions are done for the 
sake of the action 

Think about:

● A baby playing with its hands or toes
● Peek a boo
● Dropping or throwing
● Dumping and filling with a container



Infancy & Toddlerhood  0 - 2 years
Pretend Play (begins around 12 months)

Pretend play--realistic props to act out basic actions. 

Think about:
● pretend to drink from an actual cup 
● pretend to feed a baby doll with a spoon 
● Put on mommy’s shoes and purse
● Pretend to talk on a phone



Infancy & Toddlerhood  0 - 2 years
Solitary Play (1st 2 yrs of life)

Solitary play--children may be near each other but they are playing with their 
own materials and don’t necessarily demonstrate interest or awareness of each 
other’s play activities. 

Think about:
● Digging in the sand
● Driving cars or trains on a track
● Playing at a water table
● Building with blocks
● Playing with dinosaurs



Preschool years   2 years - 4 years 
Who is playing? The child, the child’s parents/caregivers, peers, and other 
adults. 

Symbolic play-- the child uses unrealistic or invisible prop as part of their 
pretend play

Think about: 
● Pouring a drink from an invisible pitcher into an invisible cup
● Pretending a broom is a horse
● Pretending the living room is a forest
● Using toilet paper roll binoculars
● Using a colander as a hat



Preschool years 2 years - 4 years
Simple construction--use materials to construct basic figures that represent 
different objects. 

Think about:
● Building with blocks 
● Building with Legos
● Play dough

Play shifts from solitary to parallel play--playing side by side 
but not with each other.  Imitation emerges, copying others, you 

might see grabbing and fighting over a toy. 



Early Elementary Years  4 years - 7 years
Dramatic and Complex Constructive Play

Who is playing? The child,the child’s peer group (a small handful of friends), 
“imaginary friends”, parents/caregivers, immediate family, and other adults.

Play shifts from parallel play to associative play.  Kids are beginning to share 
materials and are interested in what others are doing but are still doing their 
own thing.  

Think about:
● Building from a common group of blocks
● Playing cars on the same track
● Setting up their own tea party from a shared kitchen
● Playing dress up from a dress up chest
● Creating with play dough, sharing tools



Later Elementary Years  7 years - 12 years
Who is playing? The child,same-sex peer group, organized groups (e.g., team, 
troupe), parents/caregivers, and other adults. 

Play Including Games

Games with rules--Rules can be “official” or they can be “unofficially” made up 
in-the-moment

Think about:

● Board games
● Playground games
● Tag
● Ball games



Later Elementary Years  7 years - 12 years
Play shifts from associative play to cooperative play.  Kids now work together to 
achieve an outcome. 

Think about:
● play school together--roles for each child  
● working together on a school project, and 
● playing organized sports
● Scouts



Adolescent Years  12 years - 16 Years
Recreation

Who is playing? The adolescent, the adolescent’s peer group of same and 
opposite sex, parents/caregivers and other adults. 

Play involves developing greater skills in cooperation, teamwork, rules, roles, 
and formal peer groups 

Think about:
● Service clubs/projects. 
● Woodshop or Ceramics class
● Band, drama, or dance groups



Adolescent Years  12 years - 16 Years
Increased interest in hobbies and recreation. 

Teens may explore hobbies that challenge their current abilities or that expose 
them to new ones.

Think about: 
● surfing 
● skiing 
● dancing 
● singing 
● collecting 
● reading 
● art



Ideas for play at home: 
Engaging with your Child



Set the stage for play
- While play occurs naturally for most children, it can be a difficult 

skill for others to develop
- Many of our kids WANT to play, but don’t know how
- Many of our kids become fixated on certain items or activities and 

have a difficult time broadening out

What can you do as parents?
- Set up an area for play. Try different settings for different 
kinds of play
- Select the best times you can be fully present with your child
- Place a variety of items that may be of interest to your child 
throughout the play area



Follow your Child’s lead
- Observe your child and see what their interests are
- Let your child explore and discover
- Treat what they are doing as purposeful and meaningful
- Go where your child goes and join in their play
- Find the best position to share your child’s play (get 

down on the floor!)
- Match your child’s level of play
- Expand on their play and imagination

- Change the play in a small way
- Do something unexpected - use novelty and surprise



Use emotional expression and affect
- Watch your child’s gaze and facial expressions to get a 

sense of what he/she is thinking
- Show you understand and share what your child is feeling 

by using:
- Affectionate touch/physical closeness
- Looks and mutual gaze
- Gestures and body movements
- Display of heightened interest and emotions
- Tone of voice and words to provide context

- Observe how your emotional expression sustains your 
child’s attention and engagement with you

- Be attentive, be available, and be FUN!



Ideas for play at home:
How to use household items for play



Pillows and Blankets
Make an obstacle course and incorporate pretend play 
- islands and the sea or volcanoes and lava

Have a pillow fight

Make a cozy fort/tent

Have your child go on a “magic carpet” ride by having 
an adult pull the child on the blanket

Swing your child on a blanket like a hammock (two 
adults holding on each side)

Roll your child in a blanket like a burrito or 
squeeze them between two pillows like a hamburger

Use a blanket to make a homemade parachute



Cardboard boxes
Make a tunnel for kids to crawl 
through or hide inside

Make a play activity mat by drawing 
different play scenes (city, zoo, 
roads, train tracks, jungle, etc.)

Have your child decorate their box 
and sit inside and go for a ride

Cut out shapes in the box and drop 
items of that shape inside

Make a pretend house, kitchen, boat, 
car, plane, robot, theater, etc.



Laundry Baskets
Hide underneath a laundry basket and 
play peek-a-boo

Have a “turtle” race

Pretend it’s a boat

Sit inside like a sled and have 
another person push to go for a ride

Put in heavy objects or toys and push 
like a shopping cart

Play basketball with balls, stuffed 
animals, or bean bags



Kitchen items
Cook with your kids--even little ones can 
tear lettuce and stir

Kids can ‘cook’ on the floor with old spice 
jars, pots, spoons, etc. while you are 
making dinner

Make a pots and pans band-pretend 
pots/colanders are hats for the uniform

Use muffin tins for sorting or storing small 
toys

Take measuring cups, pie plates and muffin 
tins outside to create mud pies, soup, and 
other delicacies.  A great place to practice 
scooping, pouring, and mixing



Wax Paper
Make a kazoo with wax paper and a toilet paper 
roll

Paint on wax paper (if you fold it over and 
peel it apart it is really cool)

Make a rainbow with crayon pieces, wax paper, 
and an iron

Tear wax paper into pieces and put it in a tub 
to create a sensory experience, hide small 
toys

Make a sticker book

Tear pieces for your feet and go ice skating

Wrap up treasures (playdoh, cars, etc.) and 
use those fingers to untwist and unwrap



Paper bags
Paper bag scoot--put the bag on the floor, 
sit down and go for a ride

Make a vest

Make puppets

Make a kite

Use as a target for soft balls or pompoms

Play “What’s in the bag” by putting 
treasures in the bag and feeling with only 
your hand to identify it before you peek 



Outdoors/Nature
Dig in the dirt

Look for bugs

Make mud pies

Blow bubbles

Blow dandelions

Play tag or just 
run for fun

Go on a nature 
scavenger hunt 
and then make a 
collage

Climb a tree

Roll down a hill 

Play with your 
shadow

Play hide and 
seek

Lay in the grass 
and watch the 
clouds



Toilet paper rolls
Pretend play: Create a telescope or binoculars and 
go on an imaginary adventure. Bring them along on a 
family walk to look at birds or clouds. 

Crafts: There are so many fun seasonal and holiday 
crafts you can make with toilet paper rolls. 

A bubble wand: Make bubbles out of dish soap and use 
the toilet paper roll as your wand.

Stamps: Make fun shapes like hearts or circles to do 
stamping and painting activities. 

Marble run: Tape them together and step them up on a 
high to low surface (from a table to the floor) and 
have marble races. 



Flashlights
Flashlight Dance Party

Flashlight Hide and Seek

Flashlight scavenger hunt

Shadow puppet show

Paper cup constellations



Newspaper/scrap papers
For younger kids: Tearing and crumpling 
paper are excellent activities to work on 
fine motor skill development such as fine 
motor strength and bilateral coordination. 

After crumpling the paper you can have your 
child throw it towards a target. 

For older kids: Make collages or vision 
boards.  Encourage more complex crafts that 
involve cutting and folding. 



Dress up clothes
Imaginative play: Dress up clothes are 
amazing to help get into character for 
imaginative play. Having the items easily 
accessible in a dress up bin makes it easy to 
jump into play. 

Coats, jackets, scarves: Dress up clothes do 
not always mean costumes. Kids love dressing 
up in out of season clothing. 

Grown up clothes: Adult size clothing is also 

Accessories and props: Grocery bags, baskets, 
shoes, sunglasses, backpacks, bandanas, ties



Closing
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Q & A time


