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Play 1M: Spontaneous Exploration and 
Initial Object Manipulation

Mastery Criterion The child manipulates and explores a variety of objects continuously 
for about one minute, showing curiosity by observing, turning, 
pressing, shaking, or experimenting with different functions.

Program Goal Encourage initial contact with toys and everyday materials, 
expanding exploratory behavior and intrinsic motivation for future 
play interactions.

Discriminative Stimulus (SD) Provide a variety of objects in an accessible space, within the child's 
reach. To evoke exploration, say: "Look what we have here" or 
briefly manipulate an item in an attractive way, then place it within 
reach.

Target Behavior The child touches, holds, manipulates, or observes the object in 
different ways, staying engaged without requiring continuous 
prompts.

Materials Needed
Examples of simple and varied items:

small plastic flashlight

colorful party glasses

lightweight wooden spoon

keychain with light-up button

thick paintbrush

old video game controller (without batteries)

small sensory bag (beans, beads)

foam figure (animals, geometric shapes)

Teaching Procedure
Provide 436 objects in a box or on a table.

Observe spontaneous manipulation; record duration and type 
of interaction.

If no exploration occurs, model interactions (shake, press, 
spin).

Deliver immediate social reinforcement (smiles, positive 
comments).

Gradually extend engagement time until reaching one 
continuous minute.

Prompting Strategies
Partial physical: gently guide the child's hand to the object.

Modeling: demonstrate varied actions.

Verbal: encourage ("See how it spins!").

Reinforcement Plan
Use natural reinforcers (sound, light, movement of the object). Add specific praise. If motivation decreases, introduce a higher-value item.

General Notes
Avoid presenting too many objects at once to prevent distraction. Increase variety gradually, balancing novelty and familiarity.



Play 2M: Variety in the Use of Play Materials
Mastery Criterion The child independently interacts with about five different toys or objects 

within a single teaching session.

Program Goal Expand behavioral flexibility in play, reducing restricted patterns and 
increasing interest in different materials.

Discriminative Stimulus (SD) Present one object at a time, briefly highlighting its features ("This one makes 
noise!", "Look how it spins"). Hand it over while saying: "It's your turn to play."

Target Behavior Manipulate, explore, and vary contact with the different items without 
requiring continuous prompts.

Materials Needed
Examples of varied items:

Velcro pieces to stick and pull apart

lift-the-flap book

transparent box with snap-on lid

articulated animal figure

small containers of playdough

string with large beads for threading

small recycled tin drum

Single-item interaction
Child explores one toy at a time with guidance

Alternating between two items
Child transitions between two different toys

Interaction with three or more items in 
sequence
Child engages with multiple toys one after another

Free choice among multiple items
Child independently selects from various toys

Teaching Procedure
Present an object and allow free interaction for a few seconds.

Replace with another object.

Reinforce each engagement, either socially or with extended access.

If an item is rejected, replace it in the next session.

At the end, present three or more items together to observe whether the child alternates between them.

Prompting Strategies
Modeling: demonstrate ("See how I play with this drum").

Gestural: point to the object.

Verbal: provide encouraging comments.

Reinforcement Plan
Differential reinforcement for quick transitions between toys. Add specific praise.

General Notes
If the child shows rigid preference for a single toy, limit access time and encourage smooth transitions to new items.



Play 3M: Exploring New 
Environments with Toys

Mastery Criterion The learner explores toys placed in an unfamiliar 
environment for about two minutes, showing initiative in 
opening boxes, manipulating materials, and moving 
around the space.

Program Goal Promote generalization of play skills by encouraging 
flexibility across different physical contexts.

Discriminative Stimulus (SD) Bring the child to a new space (playroom, children's 
library, small park) with accessible objects. Without 

direct instruction, allow free contact.

Target Behavior Explore and manipulate items in the environment 

without requiring continuous prompts.

Materials Needed
Examples combining familiar and novel items:

box of colorful gear toys

bag with hand or finger puppets

shelf with magnetic puzzles

basket with seashells, smooth stones, or large seeds

set of recycled tin drums

Teaching Procedure
Introduce the child into the new environment.

Observe spontaneous exploration.

If none occurs, use graduated prompts (pointing, brief 
modeling, returning item to child).

Reinforce exploratory behavior with positive 
comments or extended access.

Gradually expand the range of environments to 
strengthen generalization.

Prompting Strategies
Gestural: point to objects.

Modeling: open a box to show items.

Minimal physical: guide toward an area.

Reinforcement Plan
Access to the objects themselves serves as reinforcement. 
Add praise or tangible reinforcement if needed.

General Notes
Unfamiliar environments may cause initial resistance. Assess comfort level and, if needed, provide access to a preferred 
item as a comfort cue.



Play 4M: Gross Motor Play and Movement 
Activities

Mastery Criterion The child independently engages in gross motor play (running, spinning, 
jumping, climbing, crawling) for about two minutes.

Program Goal Develop gross motor skills, coordination, and enjoyment of movement, 
integrating them into playful contexts.

Discriminative Stimulus (SD) Arrange the environment with movement-promoting materials (tunnel, 
mat, floor rope, cones). Invite participation with phrases such as: "Look at 
the path we made for play!"

Target Behavior Actively participate in activities involving body movement, without 
requiring continuous prompts.

Materials Needed
Examples of movement-promoting items:

low platform for climbing up and down

balance discs

sequence of cushions for jumping

elastic bands to cross under or over

colorful floor tape in zigzag shape

Path Following
Walk along a curvy line of floor tape, developing balance and spatial 
awareness.

Under & Over
Crawl under chairs or low ropes, building body awareness and 
coordination.

Jumping Skills
Side jump over cushions placed next to each other, developing leg 
strength and coordination.

Animal Movements
Imitate animal movements (frog jump, crab walk, horse trot), 
encouraging creativity and full-body coordination.

Teaching Procedure
Present the space and wait for initiative.

If no engagement occurs, model simple movements (jumping, crawling, crossing).

Provide social reinforcement during participation ("Great job, you did it by yourself!").

Vary the types of movement in each session.

If rejected, offer an easier motor option.

Prompting Strategies
Active modeling of the movement.

Gestural prompts (point to path or object).

Partial physical (light assistance with first step).

Reinforcement Plan
Movement itself often serves as reinforcement. If not, pair with preferred songs or extended access to favorite toys.

General Notes
Children with lower sensory tolerance may benefit from gradual introduction (watching first, then participating with support).



Play 5M: Cause-and-Effect Play Activities
Mastery Criterion The child engages in cause-and-effect play for about two minutes, showing 

awareness that their action produces an immediate effect.

Program Goal Teach basic concepts of causality and support comprehension of simple action3
reaction sequences in play.

Discriminative Stimulus (SD) Introduce the activity in an engaging way: "Look what happens when we do this!" or 
"See what changes if we pull this!"

Target Behavior Activate simple mechanisms (push, pull, drop, open) and observe the immediate 
effect of the action.

Materials Needed
Examples of simple and accessible items:

cardboard tubes that echo when tapped

container lid that pops when pressed

cork rolling down an inclined surface

paper box with a flap window

plastic bottle with holes for water or sand to pour through

Drop ³ Visual Change

Pull ³ Movement

Press ³ Sound

Suggested Activities

Ball Drop
Drop a small ball into a slanted tube to watch it roll out 
the other side.

Pop-up Lid
Press a pop-up lid and watch it spring.

Hidden Picture
Open a cardboard flap to reveal a hidden picture.

Teaching Procedure
Present an object clearly and allow the child to manipulate it.

Model the action (e.g., press the lid until it pops) and show the result.

Invite the child to repeat.

Reinforce immediately after the correct action.

Gradually increase the variety of effects presented.

Prompting Strategies
Gestural: point to the interaction spot.

Verbal: brief encouragement ("Try pulling here").

Physical: lightly guide the child's hand to the mechanism.

Reinforcement Plan
The natural consequences (sound, movement, surprise) act as reinforcement. Add social praise to enhance value.

General Notes
Vary the effects (sounds, lights, drops, movement) to maintain motivation and prevent predictability.



Play 6M: Identifying and Searching for Missing Toy 
Parts

Mastery Criterion The child recognizes when a key part of a toy set is missing and actively searches for 
the missing piece, either independently or by asking for help.

Program Goal Stimulate awareness of incompleteness, promote simple problem-solving, and 
support autonomy during play.

Discriminative Stimulus (SD) Provide an incomplete set. If needed, add light prompts such as: "Is something 
missing here?" or "What do we need to finish?"

Target Behavior Locate the missing piece or request assistance to complete the set.

Materials Needed
Examples of practical and novel sets:

toy screw set with oversized plastic bolts

train track without a bridge piece

toy veterinarian kit missing a stethoscope

construction kit missing a toy hammer

magnetic puzzle missing its last piece

toy cookware set without a lid

Missing piece placed beside the toy
Easiest level - piece is visible and nearby

Piece inside a partially open container
Child must look inside a visible container

Piece hidden in an opaque bag requiring opening
Child must manipulate container to find piece

Piece behind a light object (e.g., pillow)
Child must move objects to search

Piece in a less accessible location, requiring help request
Child must communicate need for assistance

Teaching Procedure
Present the incomplete set.

Observe if the child notices and searches spontaneously.

If not, model the search by pointing to potential places.

Gradually increase difficulty by hiding pieces in more challenging spots.

Reinforce clearly when the child finds or requests the item.

Prompting Strategies
Gestural: point to nearby locations.

Verbal: short clue ("Check behind the pillow").

Minimal physical: assist with opening containers.

Reinforcement Plan
Natural: continuation of play once the set is complete.

Social: specific praise and celebration when the item is found or requested.

General Notes
If frustration arises, avoid increasing difficulty too quickly. Progress in small steps to preserve motivation.



Play 7M: Functional Use of Recreational Objects
Mastery Criterion The child manipulates toys or objects according to their main function without 

relying on continuous instructions.

Program Goal Teach functional play, fostering organization, meaningful use, and generalization to 
social contexts.

Discriminative Stimulus (SD) Present the object and, if needed, ask: "What is this for?" or "What can we do with 
this toy?"

Target Behavior Use each object functionally, performing actions consistent with its intended 
purpose.

Prerequisite Skills
Interest in exploring toys

Basic visual contact with materials

Ability to imitate simple motor actions

Materials Needed
Examples of functional toys:

simple wooden puzzle

toy mailbox with letters

toy dump truck (loading and unloading pieces)

ring stacker toy

toy tea/coffee set with cups and teapot

toy cash register with buttons

small shopping cart with plastic fruits

Puzzles
Fit puzzle pieces correctly in their designated spaces

Mailbox Play
Place letters in toy mailbox and retrieve them

Transportation
Load blocks into toy truck and dump them at a destination

Pretend Serving
Serve "tea" using teapot and cups in appropriate sequence

Teaching Procedure
Present a functional toy and demonstrate its use.

Encourage imitation.

Reinforce correct attempts.

Gradually fade prompts until independent use.

Vary toys and contexts to broaden repertoire.

Prompting Strategies
Partial physical: guide initial movement.

Gestural: point to functional parts.

Modeling: demonstrate the action.

Reinforcement Plan
Natural: functional play itself is reinforcing.

Social: specific praise for correct use ("You stacked all the rings!").

General Notes
If the child uses the toy repetitively or non-functionally, gently redirect by modeling another option and reinforce appropriate use.



Play 8M: Symbolic Use of Everyday 
Items

Mastery Criterion The child creatively and symbolically uses everyday objects in at 
least two instances, even without prior modeling.

Program Goal Promote cognitive flexibility, symbolic thinking, and expansion 
of imaginative play.

Discriminative Stimulus (SD) Provide a common object and suggest a symbolic use: "Look, 
this lid could be a steering wheel!"

Target Behavior Imitate symbolic uses or invent new ways of playing with 
unconventional objects.

Materials Needed
Examples of everyday items for symbolic play:

large plastic lid (as steering wheel or plate)

empty shoebox

old hairbrush (as microphone or paintbrush)

fabric glove (as puppet)

cork (as rocket or small figure)

colorful sock (as snake or hand puppet)

rolled paper or newspaper strip (as sword or telescope)

Teaching Steps
Child imitates demonstrated symbolic use.1.

Child suggests an alternative use for the same object.2.

Child invents a new idea without a model.3.

Teaching Procedure
Model a symbolic use ("This lid became a steering wheel!").

Encourage the child to imitate.

Gradually fade the model and wait for the child to propose 
new functions.

Reinforce any creative use.

Creative Transformations

Lid ³ steering wheel or plate

Shoebox ³ car, house, or boat

Hairbrush ³ microphone or magic wand

Sock ³ snake, puppet, or monster

Paper roll ³ telescope or megaphone

Prompting Strategies
Visual: show a creative use.

Verbal: ask, "What else could we do with this?"

Physical: provide slight assistance to initiate.

Reinforcement Plan
Natural: enjoyment from creating roles and scenarios.

Social: specific praise for creativity.

General Notes
Value even small creative variations, as they represent important advances in symbolic thinking.



Play 9M: Independent Participation in Playgrounds 
and Leisure Structures

Mastery Criterion The child independently engages with at least five different playground or leisure 
equipment activities.

Program Goal Increase social participation and autonomy in group environments while developing 
coordination, balance, and motor confidence.

Discriminative Stimulus (SD) Simple invitation, such as: "Choose something to play with here at the park" or 
"Which playground equipment do you want to try?"

Target Behavior Independently approach equipment and interact functionally for several minutes.

Materials Needed
Examples of playground equipment:

low balance beam

plastic or fabric tunnel

child-sized climbing wall

ground-fixed tires for hopping in and out

rope net or climbing structure

wide seesaw-style balance board

Balance Beam
Develops balance and coordination while building 
confidence

Play Tunnel
Encourages spatial awareness and sensory exploration

Climbing Wall
Builds upper body strength and problem-solving skills

Teaching Procedure
Take the child to the playground and observe spontaneous initiative.

If not, introduce one piece of equipment at a time.

Model use or show another child playing.

Reinforce when the child interacts functionally.

Gradually expand to multiple equipment until variety is established.

Teaching Steps
Interaction with one piece of equipment.1.

Interaction with two different pieces in the same session.2.

Progress to five or more, independently.3.

Prompting Strategies
Physical: provide initial support for movements.

Gestural: point to the structure.

Social: encourage by observing peers or siblings using the equipment.

Reinforcement Plan
Play itself is reinforcing. Add verbal praise and, if needed, extended access to preferred equipment.

General Notes
If motor insecurity is present, begin with low, stable structures and gradually progress to more challenging ones.



Play 10M: Building and Assembling Toys with 
Multiple Pieces

Mastery Criterion The child independently completes toys or activities that require putting 
multiple parts together to form a set.

Program Goal Promote spatial reasoning, fine motor coordination, and persistence in 
sequential tasks.

Discriminative Stimulus (SD) Provide a partially assembled toy and encourage: "Let's finish it together, now 
it's your turn!"

Target Behavior Add pieces, connect components, or finish the assembly without continuous 
support.

Materials Needed
Examples of multi-part toys:

3D geometric shape puzzles

stacking ring tower with different sizes

large-peg puzzle

toy jars with lids to screw on and off

Velcro pieces to assemble simple figures

set of colorful magnetic cubes

Place the last piece of a simple toy
Child completes an almost-finished assembly

Insert 334 missing pieces
Child adds multiple pieces to a partially completed toy

Complete half of the assembly
Child finishes a significant portion of the construction

Assemble the entire set from start to finish
Child independently builds the complete toy

Teaching Procedure
Present the toy nearly completed, leaving a few parts unfinished.

Encourage the child to complete the task.

Gradually increase the number of pieces to be assembled.

Vary types of toys to encourage flexibility.

Reinforce successful completion with praise or access to the finished toy.

Prompting Strategies
Gestural: point to the correct piece.

Modeling: show another completed set as reference.

Light physical: guide briefly at the start and fade.

Reinforcement Plan
Natural: satisfaction of seeing the completed toy.

Social: specific praise ("You finished all by yourself, great job!").

Tangible: if needed, provide access to a preferred item.

General Notes
Alternate different types of assemblies to prevent rote memorization of sequences. If incorrect placement occurs, encourage problem-solving before intervening.



Play 11M: Pretend Play and Imagination
Mastery Criterion The child engages in imaginative or pretend play across different moments, 

creating characters, scenarios, or invented situations.

Program Goal Expand language, creativity, and social interaction skills through symbolic play.

Discriminative Stimulus (SD) Invitations such as: "Let's imagine this box is a car!" or "If this cloth were a 
cape, who would you be?"

Target Behavior Invent stories, take on roles, give voices to characters or objects, and simulate 
daily or fantasy situations.

Materials Needed
Examples of props for pretend play:

plastic lids as plates or steering wheels

small cloth or towel as a cape or magic carpet

wooden spoon as microphone

colorful sock puppet

shoebox as house or garage

cardboard glasses as disguise

Teaching Steps

Object Substitution
Use a box as a car or boat

Simple Role Play
Turn a cloth into a superhero cape

Functional Pretend
Pretend a cup is a microphone

Scene Creation
Create a small restaurant or market scene

Teaching Procedure
Provide simple objects and observe spontaneous use.

If needed, model ("This box can be a bed for the doll").

Reinforce any creative initiative.

Expand scenarios ("What if we were going on a trip?").

Gradually fade prompts to foster independence.

Prompting Strategies
Verbal modeling: suggest new roles.

Gestural: demonstrate symbolic use of an object.

Light physical: assist at the start if hesitant.

Reinforcement Plan
Pretend play itself is often reinforcing. Add specific praise for creativity.

General Notes
If symbolic play is difficult, begin with familiar routines (mealtime, cleaning up, grocery shopping) before progressing to abstract or fantasy scenarios.



Play 12M: Repetition of Movements to Intensify Play 
Outcomes

Mastery Criterion The child repeats gross motor movements to achieve more effective results (e.g., 
throwing farther, hitting harder, repeating until success).

Program Goal Develop coordination, persistence, and understanding of the relationship between 
effort and results in play.

Discriminative Stimulus (SD) Prompts such as:

"Try again!"

"Use more strength this time."

"See if you can go even farther."

Target Behavior Repeat a movement with adjustments in intensity or precision to improve the 
outcome.

Materials Needed
Examples of simple movement-based items:

foam balls of different sizes

lightweight plastic rings

stackable plastic cups

paper airplanes

small fabric beanbags (rice or sand filled)

Distance Throwing
Throw foam ball past a marked line, adjusting force with 
each attempt

Ring Toss
Toss rings onto cones or bottles from increasing distance

Tower Topple
Build a cup tower and repeat throws until it falls

Teaching Procedure
Propose a large-movement activity suitable for repetition.

Model how to intensify or adjust the movement.

Encourage the child to repeat and observe the result.

Reinforce whenever clear improvement is shown.

Gradually fade supports until independent performance.

Prompting Strategies
Gestural: point to target or direction.

Verbal: encouragement ("Harder!", "Try again").

Physical: light initial guidance, then fade.

Reinforcement Plan
Natural: immediate outcome (tower falls, plane flies farther).

Social: specific praise ("You threw it farther this time!").

General Notes
Reinforce effort as much as results. Acknowledge gradual progress to sustain motivation and reduce frustration.



Play 13M: Early Graphomotor Coordination Activities
Mastery Criterion The child engages in graphomotor activities (drawing, coloring, cutting, or 

assembling) for about 5 minutes, independently and without constant support.

Program Goal Strengthen fine motor skills, sustained attention, and readiness for early academic 
tasks.

Discriminative Stimulus (SD) Prompts such as:

"Make a long line across this paper."

"Let's paint using two different colors."

"Try gluing this picture right here."

Target Behavior Complete the proposed task independently, staying focused for the set duration.

Materials Needed
Examples of engaging materials:

colored paper sheets

thick crayons

washable markers

child-safe scissors with wide handles

glue stick

simple stickers (shapes, animals)

old magazines or flyers for cutting

Teaching Steps
Draw long lines in different directions.

Color large areas within outlines.

Cut out simple magazine images.

Place stickers in marked spaces.

Complete figures by adding details (e.g., turning a circle into a sun).

Teaching Procedure
Arrange materials neatly on the table.

Give simple, clear instruction.

Reinforce each completed step (line drawn, picture glued).

Gradually fade prompts as focus increases.

Progress from free tasks (scribbles) to structured ones (defined forms, cutting).

1Scribbling Stage
Random marks and lines with 

minimal control

2 Controlled Lines

Deliberate straight lines and 
circular motions

3Coloring Within 
Boundaries

Staying within large outlined 
areas 4 Simple Cutting

Using scissors to cut along 
straight lines5Detailed Work

Adding specific elements to 
complete pictures

Prompting Strategies
Physical: hand-over-hand support at start.

Gestural: point to paper area.

Verbal: short reminders.

Reinforcement Plan
Social: praise ("Great job coloring that area!").

Tangible: sticker of choice or extra playtime.

General Notes
If tolerance for structured tasks is low, break into short blocks and gradually increase engagement time.



Play 14M: Independent and Sustained Play
Mastery Criterion The child remains engaged in independent play without direct 

prompts for about 8312 minutes.

Program Goal Encourage autonomy, self-regulation, and the ability to sustain 
recreational activity without immediate adult support.

Discriminative Stimulus (SD) Alternative invitations such as:

"Choose something here to play with on your own for a while."

"See what you'd like to have fun with now."

Target Behavior Maintain continuous engagement in a play activity independently, 
without adult intervention.

Materials Needed
Examples of simple options:

set of plastic animals

large-peg puzzle

dress-up box (hats, funny glasses)

ring stacker toy

interactive books with flaps or textures

3
Minutes

Initial independent play goal

6
Minutes

Intermediate independent play goal

10-12
Minutes

Advanced independent play goal

Teaching Procedure
Begin play together with brief modeling.

Gradually step back while staying nearby.

Reinforce sustained activity without prompts.

Gradually expand independent play time to about 10 minutes.

Prompting Strategies
Visual: suggest play choices by pointing or arranging materials.

Verbal: brief encouragement ("Keep going, that's great!").

Physical: minimal, only in initial modeling stage.

Reinforcement Plan
Intermittent praise and, if needed, a tangible reinforcer at session end.

General Notes
If interest drops, shorten activity duration and extend gradually to avoid abrupt loss of reinforcement.



Play 15M: More Complex Graphomotor and Pre-
Academic Tasks

Mastery Criterion The child independently completes structured graphomotor activities (e.g., 
connecting figures, tracing paths, completing patterns) for about 537 minutes.

Program Goal Prepare the child for early academic demands by integrating motor coordination, 
focus, and organization.

Discriminative Stimulus (SD) Prompts such as:

"Draw the line until you reach the picture."

"Trace the shapes without going outside the line."

"Connect the dots to complete the picture."

Target Behavior Carry out the task until completion, maintaining proper posture and engagement.

Materials Needed
Examples of pre-academic worksheets:

dot-to-dot figures to complete drawings

"path to object" tracing activities

arrow-sequence cards for line following

sheets with repeated patterns (zigzags, curves, waves)

strips with incomplete letters to finish

simple mazes on grid paper

Line Tracing
Trace zigzag or curved lines

Connect the Dots
Connect dots to form a simple figure (e.g., star, house)

Path Following
Follow path until reaching target picture (e.g., mouse to cheese)

Letter Completion
Complete partially drawn letters or numbers

Teaching Procedure
Provide material and give instruction.

Observe initial performance and value early effort.

Reinforce partial progress (even if incomplete).

If errors occur, model correction and allow retry.

Gradually fade support until independent completion.

Prompting Strategies
Gestural: point to where to continue.

Visual: highlight part of the line with marker.

Verbal: reinforce objective ("Keep going until the end").

Reinforcement Plan
Social: specific praise ("Your line stayed perfect from start to finish").

Differential: stronger reinforcement when completed independently.

General Notes
Begin with short, motivating tasks (e.g., completing drawings of interest) before progressing to longer ones. Alternate with free expression tasks (e.g., drawing a favorite character) 
to sustain engagement.



The Importance of Play in Child 
Development
Play is a fundamental aspect of childhood that supports development across multiple domains. Through structured 
and unstructured play experiences, children develop critical cognitive, social, emotional, and physical skills that form 
the foundation for later learning.

This development program is designed to systematically build play skills from basic exploration to complex 
imaginative play, supporting children's natural progression through increasingly sophisticated forms of play.

Cognitive 
Development

Play enhances problem-solving, 
creativity, and abstract thinking

Social Skills
Through play, children learn 
cooperation, negotiation, and 
communication

Emotional Growth
Play helps children process 
feelings and develop emotional 
regulation

Physical 
Development

Active play builds fine and gross 
motor skills and coordination



Developmental Progression of 
Play Skills
Play skills develop in a predictable sequence, with each stage building upon previous abilities. Understanding this 
progression helps educators and parents support appropriate play experiences.

Exploratory 
Play

Touching and mouthing 
objects

Functional 
Play
Using objects as 
intendedConstructive 

Play
Building and creating 

structures
Symbolic Play
Pretending and 
imaginative roles

Social Play
Interactive games with 

simple rules

1Exploratory Play (0-2 years)
Sensory exploration of objects through 
touching, mouthing, and manipulating

2 Functional Play (1-3 years)
Using objects according to their intended 
purpose (pushing a toy car, stacking blocks)

3Constructive Play (2-4 
years)

Creating something with materials (building 
structures, making art) 4 Symbolic Play (2-7 years)

Using objects to represent other things and 
engaging in pretend scenarios

5Social Play (3+ years)
Interactive play with peers, following rules and 

engaging in cooperative activities

This development program addresses each of these stages, providing structured activities to support children's 
progression through increasingly complex play skills.



Creating Effective Play 
Environments
The physical environment significantly impacts the quality and duration of children's play. Creating thoughtfully 
designed play spaces can enhance engagement and support skill development.

Organization
Arrange materials in clearly defined areas with visual 
boundaries. Use labeled containers at child height to 
promote independence and choice.

Variety
Provide diverse materials that support different 
types of play: constructive, dramatic, sensory, and 
physical. Rotate toys regularly to maintain interest.

Accessibility
Ensure all children can access materials 
independently. Consider physical abilities, height, 
and sensory preferences when arranging the 
environment.

Balance
Create a mix of active and quiet spaces. Include 
areas for independent play and social interaction to 
accommodate different needs and preferences.

When implementing the play development program, consider how the environment can be optimized to support 
each activity and maximize engagement.



The Role of Adults in Supporting 
Play
Adults play a crucial role in facilitating meaningful play experiences. Finding the right balance between guidance and 
independence is essential for optimal development.

Effective Adult 
Roles

Observer: Watch carefully to understand the child's 
interests and abilities

Facilitator: Provide appropriate materials and create 
engaging environments

Play partner: Join in when invited, following the 
child's lead

Scaffold provider: Offer just enough support to help 
the child succeed

Narrator: Describe what's happening to build 
language and awareness

Signs of Effective Support

Child shows increased engagement

Play becomes more complex over time

Child initiates and directs play activities

Child shows pride in accomplishments

Play duration gradually increases

Finding the Right Balance
Too much adult direction can inhibit creativity and independence, while too little support may leave some children 
unable to engage meaningfully. Observe carefully and adjust your approach based on the child's responses and 
needs.



Adapting Play Activities for 
Different Abilities
Children develop at different rates and may have diverse strengths and challenges. Adapting play activities ensures 
all children can participate successfully.

1

Assess Individual Needs
Observe the child's current abilities, interests, and 
challenges. Consider sensory preferences, motor 
skills, attention span, and communication style.

2

Modify Materials
Adapt toys and materials by adding grips, stabilizing 
bases, enlarging pieces, or enhancing visual contrast 
to match the child's abilities.

3

Adjust Expectations
Focus on the process rather than the product. Break 
activities into smaller steps and celebrate 
incremental progress.

4

Provide Appropriate Support
Use physical guidance, visual cues, or verbal 
prompts as needed, gradually fading support as the 
child gains skills.

Examples of Adaptations

Challenge Possible Adaptation

Limited fine motor skills Use larger pieces, add knobs to puzzles, stabilize 
materials with non-slip mats

Sensory sensitivities Offer alternatives with different textures, reduce 
visual/auditory stimulation, create quiet spaces

Attention difficulties Shorten activities, minimize distractions, use high-
interest materials, provide visual timers

Communication challenges Incorporate visual supports, use simple language, 
provide choices, allow alternative forms of expression



Promoting Inclusive Play 
Experiences
Inclusive play environments benefit all children by fostering understanding, empathy, and respect for diversity. 
Creating truly inclusive play experiences requires thoughtful planning and ongoing reflection.

Physical 
Accessibility
Design spaces that 
accommodate mobility devices, 
provide multiple ways to access 
equipment, and offer a variety of 
seating options. Consider 
pathways, surfaces, and reach 
ranges.

Social Inclusion
Facilitate positive peer 
interactions through cooperative 
games, buddy systems, and 
activities that highlight each 
child's strengths. Actively 
address exclusionary behavior.

Cultural 
Responsiveness
Include materials that reflect 
diverse families, traditions, and 
experiences. Incorporate games 
and activities from various 
cultures and invite family 
sharing.

Universal Design for Play
Universal design principles create environments that work for everyone without special adaptations. Consider these 
elements when setting up play spaces:

Multiple ways to engage with materials

Flexible difficulty levels within activities

Clear visual and tactile boundaries between areas

Balance of sensory-rich and sensory-calm spaces

Variety of seating and positioning options

Materials that can be used in different ways

Visual supports for routines and expectations

Opportunities for both independent and social play



Observing and Documenting Play 
Progress
Systematic observation and documentation of play skills provide valuable insights into a child's development and 
help guide intervention planning.

What to Observe
Types of play engaged in (exploratory, 
functional, constructive, symbolic)

Duration of engagement with materials

Level of independence vs. need for support

Variety of materials used

Social interactions during play

Problem-solving strategies employed

Emotional responses during play activities

Documentation Methods
Anecdotal notes with specific examples

Checklists of targeted skills

Video recordings of play sessions

Photographs with descriptive captions

Work samples (drawings, constructions)

Progress tracking charts

Parent/caregiver input forms

Using Documentation to Guide Practice
Regular review of documentation helps identify patterns, progress, and areas needing additional support. Consider 
these questions when analyzing observations:

What play skills are emerging or well-established?

Which activities generate the most engagement?

What types of support are most effective?

How has play changed over time?

What might be the next appropriate challenge?

Share documentation with families to celebrate progress and ensure consistency between home and intervention 
settings.



Integrating Play into Daily 
Routines
Play doesn't need to be confined to designated "play time." Embedding playful learning opportunities throughout 
the day maximizes development and makes routines more enjoyable.

1Morning Routines
Turn getting dressed into a game by naming 

body parts, practicing zippers and buttons as 
fine motor play, or creating silly sock puppets 

before putting them on.
2 Mealtime

Sort foods by color or type, count items, create 
patterns with food pieces, or pretend to be 
different animals eating their favorite foods.3Transitions

Move between activities like different animals, 
follow a tape path on the floor, or play simple I-

Spy games while waiting. 4 Bath Time
Explore cause and effect with pouring 
containers, practice counting with bath toys, or 
create stories with washcloth puppets.5Bedtime

Create shadow puppets, engage in gentle 
sensory play with lotion, or act out parts of a 

bedtime story.

Benefits of Play-Based Routines

Increases cooperation during potentially challenging 
times

Provides additional practice of skills throughout the 
day

Reduces transition difficulties and waiting time 
behaviors

Strengthens relationships through positive 
interactions

Makes necessary tasks more enjoyable for everyone

Creates natural opportunities for language 
development

Helps children understand daily expectations

Requires minimal additional materials or 
preparation



Supporting Sensory Exploration in 
Play
Sensory experiences form the foundation of early learning and play development. Providing diverse sensory 
opportunities helps children build body awareness, regulation skills, and cognitive connections.

Tactile Play
Offer materials with varied textures: smooth, rough, soft, 
firm, sticky, squishy. Include sensory bins with rice, 
beans, water beads, or sand for exploration.

Visual Play
Provide high-contrast patterns, light tables, color-mixing 
activities, kaleidoscopes, and materials that change 
appearance (thermochromic items, color-changing toys).

Auditory Play
Include musical instruments, sound tubes, recordings of 
different environmental sounds, and materials that 
make interesting noises when manipulated.

Vestibular/Proprioceptive
Create opportunities for swinging, spinning, bouncing, 
pushing, pulling, and heavy work activities that develop 
body awareness and coordination.

Sensory Considerations
Children have different sensory preferences and thresholds. Observe carefully to determine what sensory 
experiences are regulating versus dysregulating for each child.

Signs of Sensory Seeking
Craves intense sensory input

Constantly in motion

Touches everything

Enjoys loud noises or makes loud sounds

May seek deep pressure

Signs of Sensory Sensitivity
Becomes overwhelmed easily

Covers ears or eyes

Avoids certain textures

Dislikes messy play

May be cautious with movement

Provide a balance of sensory activities and respect when a child communicates they've had enough. Gradually 
expand sensory tolerance through positive, non-threatening experiences.



Promoting Language 
Development Through Play
Play provides natural contexts for language learning and practice. By intentionally incorporating language-rich 
elements into play activities, we can support vocabulary, conversation skills, and narrative development.

Narration & Parallel Talk
Describe what the child is doing during play: "You're 
stacking the red block on top of the blue one." This 
provides language models without requiring a 
response.

Open-Ended Questions
Ask questions that encourage thinking and longer 
responses: "What do you think will happen if...?" or 
"How did you make that work?"

Expansion & Extension
Build on what the child says by adding words or 
related ideas. Child: "Car go." Adult: "Yes, the red car 
is going fast down the ramp."

Dramatic Play Scenarios
Create play situations that require specific 
vocabulary and conversation: store, restaurant, 
doctor's office, post office, or construction site.

Language-Rich Play Activities

For Receptive Language
Simon Says with increasingly complex directions

Scavenger hunts with verbal clues

Following recipe steps in pretend cooking

Barrier games where one person describes what to 
build

For Expressive Language
Puppet conversations and storytelling

Telephone play with toy phones

Creating and narrating stories with small figures

Taking orders in restaurant play

Remember to follow the child's lead, pause to allow processing time, and create genuine reasons for communication 
within play contexts.



Building Social Skills Through 
Interactive Play
Social play provides opportunities to practice crucial interpersonal skills in meaningful contexts. As children progress 
from parallel play to cooperative activities, they develop the foundations for lasting social competence.

1Parallel Play (2-3 years)
Children play side-by-side with similar 

materials but minimal interaction. Support by 
providing duplicate toys and modeling simple 

social language.
2 Associative Play (3-4 years)

Children interact and share materials but have 
individual goals. Encourage turn-taking, simple 
sharing, and basic conversation during play.3Cooperative Play (4+ years)

Children work together toward shared goals 
with defined roles. Support negotiation, 

problem-solving, and understanding others' 
perspectives.

Key Social Skills to Target

Sharing & Turn-
Taking

Use visual timers to define 
turns

Start with parallel play using 
similar items

Progress to activities 
requiring material exchange

Acknowledge and reinforce 
spontaneous sharing

Cooperation & 
Collaboration

Create activities requiring 
two people

Assign complementary roles 
in pretend play

Design simple group 
projects

Celebrate successful 
teamwork

Conflict 
Resolution

Model problem-solving 
language

Teach emotion vocabulary

Role-play common social 
scenarios

Support but don't 
immediately solve conflicts

Remember that social skills develop gradually. Provide appropriate scaffolding based on each child's current abilities 
and gradually increase social complexity as skills emerge.



Fostering Emotional Development 
Through Play
Play provides a safe context for children to explore, express, and regulate emotions. Through carefully designed play 
experiences, children can develop emotional literacy and coping strategies.

Emotion 
Recognition
Use emotion cards, mirrors, 
puppets with different 
expressions, and books about 
feelings to help children identify 
and name emotions in 
themselves and others.

Emotion 
Expression
Provide art materials, music, 
movement activities, and 
dramatic play scenarios that 
allow children to express 
feelings in constructive ways.

Emotion 
Regulation
Teach calming strategies 
through play: deep breathing 
with bubbles or pinwheels, 
sensory bottles for visual 
focusing, and physical activities 
to release energy.

Play Activities for Emotional Development

Dramatic Play Ideas
Doctor's office (addressing fears)

New baby scenarios (processing change)

Puppet problem-solving (working through conflicts)

Superhero play (building confidence and control)

Creative Expression
Emotion-themed art projects

Music and movement matched to different feelings

Storytelling with emotional themes

Creating "calm down kits" with sensory tools

Adult Support Strategies
How adults respond to emotions during play significantly impacts development:

Validate all emotions while setting limits on behaviors

Use emotion-rich vocabulary during play

Model appropriate emotional expression

Provide language for what children might be feeling

Create opportunities to practice emotional regulation in playful contexts



Developing Executive Function 
Through Play
Executive function skills4including working memory, inhibitory control, and cognitive flexibility4are crucial for academic 
and life success. Playful activities can strengthen these skills in developmentally appropriate ways.

1

Working Memory
The ability to hold and manipulate information in mind. 
Develop through memory games, multi-step directions 
in play, and activities requiring recall of previous 
events.

2

Inhibitory Control
The ability to resist impulses and think before acting. 
Strengthen through games like Red Light/Green Light, 
Simon Says, and activities requiring turn-taking.

3

Cognitive Flexibility
The ability to switch perspectives or approaches. 
Enhance through games with changing rules, materials 
with multiple uses, and role-playing different 
characters.

4

Planning & Organization
The ability to create and follow sequences toward 
goals. Develop through building projects, multi-step 
crafts, and dramatic play requiring preparation.

Playful Activities for Executive Function

Working Memory

Inhibitory Control

Cognitive Flexibility

Planning & Organization

0 6 12 18

Executive function develops gradually through childhood. Start with simple activities and gradually increase complexity as 
skills develop. Provide just enough support for success while encouraging independence.



Promoting Problem-Solving 
Through Play
Problem-solving is a critical life skill that can be developed naturally through play experiences. When children 
encounter challenges during play, they have opportunities to develop creative thinking and persistence.

Identify the Problem
Recognize when something isn't working as expected

Generate Solutions
Think of different ways to approach the challenge

Try and Test
Attempt potential solutions and observe results

Reflect and Adjust
Evaluate what worked and modify approach if needed

Creating Problem-Solving Opportunities

Constructive Play
Building bridges that need to support weight

Creating ramps for cars at different angles

Figuring out how to make structures balance

Completing puzzles with increasing complexity

Dramatic Play
Setting up a store with limited supplies

Creating props from available materials

Resolving conflicts between character roles

Adapting play scenarios when new elements are 
introduced

Adult Support for Problem-Solving

Do
Allow time for children to work through 
challenges

Ask open-ended questions that prompt thinking

Acknowledge effort and persistence

Model problem-solving language

Avoid
Rushing to solve problems for children

Providing solutions before they've had time to 
think

Focusing only on the "right" answer

Expressing frustration when attempts don't 
succeed



Supporting Creativity and 
Imagination
Creativity and imagination are essential skills that support problem-solving, emotional expression, and cognitive 
development. Open-ended play experiences foster these capabilities in meaningful ways.

Open-Ended Materials
Provide materials that can be used in multiple ways: 
blocks, fabric pieces, cardboard boxes, natural 
materials, and loose parts that invite creative 
exploration.

Unstructured Time
Allow ample time for play to develop and evolve. 
Creative thinking requires space to experiment, 
make mistakes, and refine ideas without rushing.

Creative Modeling
Demonstrate creative thinking by suggesting 
unusual uses for objects, asking "what if" questions, 
and showing enjoyment in imaginative scenarios.

Accept Unconventional Ideas
Respond positively to unusual or unexpected play 
scenarios. Avoid imposing "correct" ways to use 
materials or directing play toward predetermined 
outcomes.

Creativity-Boosting Play Activities

Art Exploration
Process-focused art with varied materials

Found object collage and sculpture

Mixing colors and textures

Creating with natural materials

Imaginative Play
Creating stories with small figures

Inventing new uses for everyday objects

Developing imaginary worlds and characters

Combining play themes in novel ways

"Creativity is not just about making art. It's about seeing possibilities, making connections, and approaching 
challenges with flexibility and originality."



Incorporating Music and Movement 
into Play
Music and movement activities enhance play experiences while supporting physical development, rhythm, coordination, 
and self-expression. These elements can be integrated throughout the play development program.

Instrument Exploration
Provide simple instruments (shakers, drums, bells) for free 
exploration. Create homemade instruments from recycled 

materials to extend the experience.

Creative Movement
Encourage interpretation of music through movement. Use 
scarves, ribbons, or streamers to enhance visual feedback 

and extend range of motion.

Action Songs
Incorporate songs with movements that target specific 

skills: finger plays for fine motor, jumping songs for gross 
motor, and directional songs for spatial awareness.

Rhythm Activities
Practice clapping, stomping, or tapping patterns. Create 

movement sequences that follow the beat of music or 
chants.

Benefits of Musical Play

85%

Engagement
Percentage of children who show 

increased engagement when music is 
incorporated into play activities

65%

Retention
Improved retention of concepts when 

taught through musical activities 
compared to non-musical approaches

40%

Coordination
Average improvement in motor 

coordination after regular participation 
in rhythmic movement activities

Integration Ideas
Look for opportunities to incorporate music and movement throughout the play development program:

Add background music during exploration activities

Use transition songs between activities

Create movement challenges that relate to play themes

Develop sound effects to enhance pretend play scenarios

Use rhythm instruments to practice cause-and-effect relationships



Outdoor Play and Nature 
Exploration
Outdoor environments offer unique opportunities for sensory experiences, physical challenges, and connection with 
the natural world. Incorporating outdoor play into the development program expands learning possibilities.

Sensory Richness
Natural environments provide diverse sensory input: 
varied textures, sounds, smells, visual patterns, and 
movement opportunities that support sensory 
integration.

Physical Challenge
Uneven surfaces, varied terrain, and natural 
features encourage development of balance, 
coordination, strength, and spatial awareness.

Appropriate Risk
Outdoor play allows children to assess and manage 
appropriate risks, building confidence, judgment, 
and decision-making skills.

Open-Ended Materials
Natural loose parts (sticks, stones, leaves, 
pinecones) offer endless creative possibilities and 
encourage imaginative thinking.

Outdoor Play Activities

Nature Exploration
Scavenger hunts for colors, textures, or shapes

Collecting and sorting natural materials

Creating nature art with found objects

Observing insects, plants, and seasonal changes

Physical Play
Creating obstacle courses with natural elements

Balancing on logs or stones

Digging and building in sand or soil

Rolling, climbing, and jumping in open spaces

Adapting Indoor Activities for Outdoor 
Settings
Many activities from the play development program can be enhanced by moving them outdoors:

Bring art materials outside for nature-inspired creation

Set up dramatic play scenarios in natural settings

Use natural materials for construction and building

Practice cause-and-effect with water, sand, and gravity



Technology and Digital Play
When used thoughtfully, technology can support play development and provide unique learning opportunities. The 
key is finding balance and ensuring digital experiences complement rather than replace hands-on play.

Benefits of Quality Digital Play
Provides experiences not otherwise accessible

Supports specific learning goals when well-
designed

Offers additional modalities for concept 
exploration

Can be motivating for some children

Builds early digital literacy skills

Potential Concerns
May replace physical and social play 
experiences

Often lacks sensory richness of hands-on 
activities

Can be passive rather than interactive

May limit creativity if too structured

Screen time needs careful monitoring

Guidelines for Integrating Technology

Thoughtful Selection
Choose apps and programs that are interactive, open-
ended, and aligned with developmental goals

Maintain Balance
Ensure digital play is just one component of a diverse 
play diet

Co-Participation
Engage with children during digital play to extend 
learning and connection

Bridge to Hands-On
Connect digital experiences to real-world play and 
exploration

Examples of Quality Digital Play
Open-ended creation apps that allow for drawing, building, or music-making

Interactive stories that respond to choices and encourage language

Simple coding activities that develop sequential thinking

Digital documentation tools that allow children to record their own play and learning

Video chat that connects with distant family members for social play



Cultural Considerations in Play 
Development
Play is influenced by cultural values, traditions, and expectations. A culturally responsive approach to play 
development acknowledges and respects diverse perspectives while supporting each child's unique developmental 
journey.

Cultural Influences 
on Play
Play reflects cultural values 
regarding independence vs. 
interdependence, creativity vs. 
structure, competition vs. 
cooperation, and gender roles. 
These values shape how play is 
encouraged and supported.

Family 
Perspectives
Families may have different 
views on the purpose of play, 
appropriate play materials, and 
the balance between play and 
academic learning. These 
perspectives deserve respect 
and consideration.

Inclusive 
Representation
Play materials should reflect 
diverse cultures, family 
structures, abilities, and 
experiences. Children benefit 
from seeing themselves and 
others represented in their play 
environment.

Culturally Responsive Practices

Environment
Include books, images, and materials representing 
diverse cultures

Incorporate music, art, and play objects from 
various traditions

Create dramatic play areas that reflect diverse 
family experiences

Label materials in home languages when 
appropriate

Interactions
Learn about cultural play traditions from families

Invite family members to share games, stories, or 
activities

Respect different communication styles during play

Acknowledge cultural perspectives on play and 
learning

"The goal is not to homogenize play experiences but to create an environment where each child's cultural identity 
is affirmed while they develop essential play skills."



Family Involvement in Play 
Development
Families are children's first and most important play partners. Engaging families in the play development program 
enhances consistency, generalization, and overall effectiveness of intervention.

1

Share Information
Explain the purpose and benefits of specific play 
activities. Connect play skills to broader 
developmental goals that families value.

2

Demonstrate Techniques
Model effective prompting, reinforcement, and 
support strategies. Show how to follow the child's 
lead while extending play skills.

3

Provide Resources
Suggest simple, low-cost materials and activities 
that can be implemented at home. Create visual 
guides or short videos for reference.

4

Gather Feedback
Regularly check in about what's working at home. 
Adjust recommendations based on family priorities, 
resources, and cultural perspectives.

Home-Based Play Activities
Recommend activities that:

Use materials commonly found at home

Can be incorporated into daily routines

Require minimal preparation

Can be adjusted for different skill levels

Build on family interests and traditions

Can involve siblings or other family members

Have clear, simple instructions

Connect to skills being targeted in intervention

Supporting Diverse Family Needs

Time Constraints
Suggest brief activities that can 
be embedded in existing 
routines. Focus on quality 
interactions rather than 
quantity.

Resource 
Limitations
Emphasize everyday materials 
and natural play opportunities. 
Create lending libraries for 
specialized toys if needed.

Multiple Children
Design activities that can 
include siblings at different 
developmental levels. Suggest 
ways to take turns or create 
parallel play options.



Progress Monitoring and 
Assessment
Systematic assessment of play skills helps track development, identify areas for intervention, and measure the 
effectiveness of the play development program.

Baseline Assessment
Before beginning intervention, document current play 
skills across domains. Note strengths, preferences, and 
areas needing support.

Ongoing Monitoring
Regularly observe and document progress on targeted 
skills. Use consistent measures to track changes over 
time.

Program Adjustment
Use assessment data to modify intervention strategies, 
adjust difficulty levels, and identify new skill targets as 
needed.

Outcome Evaluation
Periodically conduct more comprehensive assessments 
to measure progress toward long-term goals and 
overall play development.

Assessment Methods

Structured Observation
Use standardized play assessment tools

Create skills checklists based on program goals

Record frequency, duration, or quality of target 
behaviors

Compare performance across different settings

Documentation
Take photos or videos of play activities

Write anecdotal notes about significant moments

Collect work samples (drawings, constructions)

Gather parent/caregiver observations

Data Collection Template
Date Activity Target Skill Performance Prompting 

Level
Notes

[Date] Cause-effect 

toys

Activates 

mechanism

4/5 

opportunities

Gestural 

prompt

Showed 

excitement at 
sound effect

[Date] Building blocks Stacks 3+ 
blocks

2/5 
opportunities

Physical 
prompt

Frustrated 
when tower fell



Addressing Common Challenges 
in Play Development
Children may encounter various challenges during play development. Understanding these challenges and 
implementing targeted strategies can help overcome barriers to successful play experiences.

Limited Play 
Initiation

Follow the child's interests, 
even if unconventional

Start with high-preference 
materials

Use animated facial 
expressions and voice

Create irresistible play 
setups that naturally draw 
interest

Join in parallel play before 
attempting interactive play

Repetitive or 
Restricted Play

Accept and join repetitive 
play initially

Gradually introduce small 
variations

Expand rather than 
eliminate preferred 
activities

Connect restricted interests 
to new play themes

Use visual supports to 
introduce play sequences

Difficulty with 
Transitions

Provide warnings before 
play will end

Use visual timers to show 
time remaining

Create predictable routines 
around transitions

Offer choices about what to 
play next

Use transition objects or 
songs

Additional Challenges and Strategies

Sensory Sensitivities
Offer sensory-friendly alternatives

Provide sensory breaks during play

Gradually desensitize through positive experiences

Create calm spaces within play areas

Motor Planning Difficulties
Break actions into smaller steps

Use hand-over-hand guidance initially

Provide extra processing time

Adapt materials for easier manipulation

"The goal is not to eliminate challenges but to build the skills and supports that help children navigate them 
successfully. Each challenge overcome builds confidence and resilience."



Transitioning Play Skills to Social 
Contexts
As children develop foundational play skills, the focus shifts to applying these abilities in social contexts with peers. This transition 
requires specific support and scaffolding.

1Parallel Play
Children play side-by-side with similar materials but 

minimal interaction. Support by arranging shared space 
with duplicate materials and modeling simple social 

language.
2 Supported Interaction

Brief exchanges occur during play with adult facilitation. 
Create structured opportunities for sharing materials, 
taking turns, or complementary actions.3Cooperative Play

Children engage in sustained play with shared goals. 
Introduce activities requiring collaboration and provide 

scaffolding for negotiation and problem-solving. 4 Independent Social Play
Children initiate and maintain social play with minimal 
adult support. Gradually fade facilitation while remaining 
available for problem-solving assistance.

Structured Social Play Activities

Turn-Taking Games
Simple board games, ball rolling, or construction activities 
where turns are clearly defined and visually supported.

Cooperative Projects
Art murals, block structures, or obstacle courses that require 
multiple children to complete different parts of a whole.

Structured Dramatic Play
Themed play scenarios with defined roles and visual supports 
for the play sequence (restaurant, store, doctor's office).

Group Movement Activities
Parachute games, follow-the-leader, or simple dance routines 
that encourage coordination with peers.

Adult Facilitation Strategies
Position yourself at child level but slightly outside the play group

Narrate what's happening to highlight social connections

Suggest ways to join ongoing play ("Looks like they need someone to be the customer")

Prompt appropriate requests and responses

Mediate conflicts by suggesting solutions rather than imposing them

Gradually reduce your involvement as children demonstrate success



Play-Based Intervention for 
Specific Developmental Needs
The play development program can be adapted to address specific developmental challenges while maintaining a 
natural, engaging approach to learning.

Communication 
Challenges
Embed communication 
opportunities throughout play: 
requesting materials, 
commenting on actions, asking 
questions, and making choices. 
Use visual supports, modeling, 
and reinforcement of any 
communication attempts.

Motor Skill 
Difficulties
Adapt materials for easier 
manipulation (larger pieces, 
textured surfaces, stabilized 
bases). Break motor sequences 
into smaller steps and provide 
just enough physical support for 
success.

Attention and 
Regulation
Structure the environment to 
minimize distractions. Begin 
with high-interest, short 
activities and gradually extend 
duration. Incorporate movement 
breaks and sensory supports as 
needed.

Embedding Therapeutic Goals in Play

Speech/Language Goals
Turn-taking games for conversation practice

Dramatic play for narrative development

Construction activities for spatial concepts

Sorting games for category development

Occupational Therapy 
Goals

Playdough for hand strength

Bead stringing for fine motor coordination

Obstacle courses for motor planning

Sensory bins for tactile processing

Principles of Effective Adaptation

Maintain 
Playfulness
Keep the activity fun and 
engaging, even when targeting 
specific skills. If it feels like 
work rather than play, 
reconsider the approach.

Follow the Child's 
Lead
Build interventions around the 
child's interests and strengths. 
Look for ways to embed goals 
within preferred activities.

Celebrate 
Progress
Acknowledge small steps 
toward goals. Focus on what 
the child can do rather than 
what they cannot.



Creating a Comprehensive Play 
Development Plan
Effective implementation of the play development program requires thoughtful planning that addresses individual needs 
while maintaining a balanced approach to skill development.

1

Assessment
Conduct a thorough evaluation of 
current play skills, preferences, 
and challenges. Include 
observations across different 
settings and input from 
caregivers.

2

Goal Setting
Identify 3-5 priority goals that 
address key developmental needs 
while building on strengths and 
interests. Ensure goals are 
specific, measurable, and 
functional.

3

Activity Selection
Choose activities from the 
program that target identified 
goals. Adapt as needed to match 
the child's current abilities and 
preferences.

4

Implementation Schedule
Create a balanced schedule that includes a variety of 
play types and contexts. Consider attention span, 
optimal learning times, and practical constraints.

5

Progress Monitoring
Establish a system for regular observation and 
documentation. Adjust the plan based on the child's 
responses and progress.

Sample Weekly Plan Structure
Day Focus Area Activities Materials Support Strategies

Monday Exploratory Play Sensory bin 
exploration, Cause-
effect toys

Textured materials, 
Pop-up toys

Modeling, Verbal 
encouragement

Tuesday Constructive Play Block building, 
Shape sorting

Wooden blocks, 
Shape sorter

Hand-over-hand 
guidance, Visual 
models

Wednesday Motor Play Obstacle course, 
Ball activities

Cushions, Tunnels, 
Various balls

Physical prompting, 
Enthusiastic 
reinforcement

Thursday Symbolic Play Pretend cooking, 
Doll care

Play food, Dolls, 
Care items

Modeling, Parallel 
play, Expansion

Friday Social Play Turn-taking games, 
Cooperative art

Simple games, 
Large paper, 
Markers

Facilitation, Visual 
supports



Professional Collaboration in Play 
Development
Effective play intervention often requires collaboration among various professionals, each bringing unique expertise to 
support the child's development.

Collaborative Practices

Integrated Goal Setting
Develop shared goals that address multiple 
developmental domains within meaningful play 

contexts. Prioritize goals that have the greatest 
functional impact.

Co-Treatment Sessions
Schedule joint intervention sessions where 
professionals can model strategies for each other and 

address multiple goals simultaneously through 
coordinated activities.

Consistent Approaches
Establish common language, prompting hierarchies, 
and reinforcement strategies to be used across all 
settings and providers working with the child.

Regular Communication
Maintain ongoing dialogue through team meetings, 
shared documentation systems, and informal check-
ins to ensure coordinated implementation.

Benefits of Collaboration
A collaborative approach to play development offers significant advantages:

More comprehensive understanding of the child's needs and strengths

Efficient use of intervention time by addressing multiple goals simultaneously

Consistent implementation of strategies across settings

Creative problem-solving drawing on diverse professional perspectives

Reduced burden on families navigating multiple service providers

Educators
Contribute knowledge of 

developmental sequences, 

curriculum integration, and 
classroom implementation strategies

Speech-Language 
Pathologists
Provide expertise in communication 
development, language facilitation, 
and social interaction within play 
contexts

Occupational 
Therapists
Offer insights on sensory processing, 
motor development, and adaptations 
to support functional play skills

Psychologists
Address emotional and behavioral 

aspects of play, including motivation, 
regulation, and social-emotional 

development



Research Foundations of Play 
Development
The play development program is grounded in research from multiple disciplines, including developmental 
psychology, neuroscience, and educational theory.

Developmental 
Sequences
Research by Piaget, Vygotsky, 
and contemporary 
developmental psychologists 
has established predictable 
sequences in play development 
that inform the program's 
progression.

Neurodevelopment
al Foundations
Neuroscience research 
demonstrates how play 
experiences shape brain 
development, particularly in 
areas related to executive 
function, language, and social 
cognition.

Evidence-Based 
Practices
The teaching strategies 
incorporated in the program are 
drawn from research in applied 
behavior analysis, 
developmental interventions, 
and educational psychology.

Key Research Findings

Play and Cognitive 
Development

Play activities promote neural connectivity and 
synaptic development

Pretend play is associated with advances in abstract 
thinking

Exploratory play builds the foundation for scientific 
reasoning

Construction play correlates with spatial reasoning 
abilities

Play and Social-Emotional 
Development

Dramatic play provides opportunities to practice 
perspective-taking

Social play develops emotional regulation 
capabilities

Guided play can reduce challenging behaviors

Play-based interventions show positive effects on 
attachment

Research-to-Practice Applications

Research Finding
Children learn best when activities 
are within their "zone of proximal 
development"

Program 
Application
Graduated prompting systems 
that provide just enough support 
for success

Expected Outcome
Increased independence and 
confidence in play skills



Future Directions in Play 
Development
As our understanding of child development evolves, play intervention approaches continue to advance. Staying informed 
about emerging research and innovative practices enhances the effectiveness of the play development program.

Technology Integration
Emerging approaches combine traditional play with 
thoughtfully designed technology, including augmented 
reality, adaptive digital tools, and smart toys that 
respond to children's actions.

Neuroscience Applications
Advances in understanding brain development are 
informing more targeted play interventions that 
address specific neural pathways and developmental 
windows.

Personalized Approaches
Increasing recognition of individual differences is 
leading to more customized play interventions based 
on sensory profiles, learning styles, and specific 
developmental patterns.

Universal Design
Growing emphasis on inclusive practices is generating 
play environments and materials designed from the 
start to accommodate diverse abilities and needs.

Emerging Research Areas

Play and Mental Health
Increasing evidence suggests that play-based approaches 
can support emotional regulation, trauma recovery, and 
resilience development. Future interventions may more 
explicitly target mental health outcomes through 
structured play experiences.

Cross-Cultural Play
Research examining play across diverse cultural contexts 
is expanding our understanding of universal and culture-
specific aspects of play development, informing more 
culturally responsive intervention approaches.

Continuing Professional Development
To stay current with advances in play development:

Follow research journals in child development, early intervention, and play therapy

Participate in professional learning communities focused on play-based approaches

Attend conferences and workshops that highlight innovative practices

Engage in action research within your own practice setting

Collaborate with researchers to bridge the research-to-practice gap



Conclusion: The Transformative 
Power of Play
The Play and Imagination Development Program provides a comprehensive framework for supporting children's growth across 
multiple developmental domains through structured play experiences. By systematically building skills from basic exploration to 
complex symbolic play, this program helps children develop the foundational abilities needed for lifelong learning and social 
connection.

"Play is not a luxury but a necessity. It is not just what children do in their spare time; it is how they learn to make sense of the 
world, connect with others, and develop the skills they need to thrive."

Implementation Principles
As you implement the Play and Imagination Development Program, remember these guiding principles:

Principle Application

Follow the child's lead Build on interests and strengths while gently expanding play 
repertoire

Balance structure and freedom Provide just enough support for success while encouraging 
independence

Value process over product Focus on engagement, exploration, and enjoyment rather 
than specific outcomes

Embrace developmental progression Recognize that play skills develop in sequence, with each 
stage building on previous abilities

Celebrate diversity Honor individual differences in play styles, preferences, and 
developmental pathways

Through thoughtful implementation of this program, we can help each child discover the joy of play while building the essential 
skills that will support their development for years to come.

Developmental 
Foundation

Play builds essential neural connections 
and provides the experiential basis for 

cognitive, physical, social, and emotional 
development.

Intrinsic Motivation
The inherent enjoyment of play creates 
natural motivation for learning and 
practicing new skills without external 
pressure.

Relationship Building
Shared play experiences strengthen 
bonds between children and caregivers, 
creating secure foundations for future 
relationships.

Lifelong Skills
The flexibility, creativity, and problem-

solving developed through play transfer 
to academic learning and real-world 

challenges.


