
 
 
 

I mpor t ance of  Play 
 

All babies and childr en love t o play – and so do many adult s. Play is an impor t ant  way f or  
childr en t o lear n. Ther e ar e many dif f er ent  t ypes of  play and childr en gain dif f er ent  skills 
accor ding t o t he way t hey play.  
 
How Play Helps Childr en’s Lear ning 
 
All childr en, even babies, enj oy playing. Why childr en play is not  complet ely under st ood, 
but  it  is known t hat  childr en lear n t hr ough play. Ther e ar e many t hings childr en can lear n 
t hr ough play, especially if  adult s help by pr oviding int er est ing t oys and equipment . 
Look at  some of  t he t hings a f our -year -old might  lear n by playing and shar ing Lego wit h 
anot her  child: 
 
Playing wit h Lego helps childr en lear n about : 
• shape  
• space 
• how t hings ar e put  t oget her  
• what  happens when t hings f all 
• colour s 
• how t o use t heir  hands and eyes 
• how t o concent r at e 
• how t o play wit h ot her  childr en. 
 
As well as helping childr en t o lear n, play helps childr en in each of  t he ar eas of  
development . 
 
 
Children of  dif f erent  ages play in dif f erent  ways 
 
The way in which childr en play changes as t hey get  older  and as t hey develop new skills. 
Each st age of  play is impor t ant  as it  helps childr en develop. 
 
Babies:  The way babies and t oddler s play is somet imes called mast er y play. They r epeat  
movement s over  and over  again as if  t hey wer e pr act ising. This t ype of  play helps t hem t o 
cont r ol t heir  bodies and movement s. They ar e also f inding out  about  what  happens when 
t hey t ouch or  move t hings. 
 
 



An 11-mont h-old baby sit s at  t he highchair  and dr ops his spoon on t he f loor . His car er  
picks it  up. He t hen dr ops it  again and smiles. Each t ime it  is picked up, he dr ops it  again. 
 
 
Toddlers ar e mobile and ar e keen t o t ouch and explor e t heir  envir onment . They also show 
mast er y play and will r epeat  t hings over  and over  again. Toddler s begin t o wat ch t he way 
ot her  childr en play, alt hough t hey will not  act ually play wit h t hem. This is somet imes called 
spect at or  or  par allel play. Toddler s also copy what  t hey see and br ing t his int o t heir  play. 
 
 
A t wo-year -old holds a doll by t he ar m. He put s it  in t he pr am and cover s t he doll wit h a 
blanket . He pushes t he pr am along and t hen t akes t he doll and dr ops it  on t he f loor . He 
t hen picks up t he doll and put s it  back in t he pr am again. 
 
 
Pre- school children of t en play in a symbolic way. This means t hey make one t hing st and 
f or  anot her . They may pr et end a st ick is a spoon or  a piece of  dough is cake. Pr e-school 
childr en also play wit h t oys and equipment  t hat  helps t hem lear n concept s such as heavy 
and light  or  t heir  colour s. Somet imes pr e-school childr en also play wit h each ot her . This is 
called co-oper at ive play. 
 
 
Rahima is playing out door s wit h Simon. They ar e mixing gr ass and leaves t oget her  in a 
bucket . 
 
‘’We’r e making a meal and we’r e going t o f ind mor e f ood now,’ Rahima says. 
 
Rahima and Simon play t his game f or  about  t went y minut es bef or e deciding t o play on t he 
t r icycles. 
 
 
School children keep lear ning t hr ough play. They pr act ise skills t hey have lear nt  and put  
knowledge int o t heir  play sit uat ions. They may, f or  example, be shown how t o make a plane 
out  of  paper  and lat er  make one t o play wit h t hemselves. They can also under st and why 
some games need r ules and enj oy making up games wit h r ules. 
 
Rules ar e impor t ant  as t hey show t hat  childr en ar e t r ying t o wor k out  why t hings ar e as 
t hey ar e. 
 
 
Anna is playing wit h some Lego. She is t r ying t o make a house using only yellow br icks. This 
is her  r ule f or  t his game. She t ells her  f r iend, who is st ar t ing t o build her  own house, t hat  
she cannot  use any of  her  yellow br icks because she st ar t ed using t hem f ir st . She t hen 



adds, ‘You can bor r ow my yellow br icks, but  you must  ask bef or e t aking t hem.’ 
This shows Anna has lear nt  a ‘r ule’ t hat  people must  ask bef or e bor r owing t hings. 
 
 
 
 
Play and Social and Emot ional Needs 
 
Babies and childr en need t o lear n how t o shar e, play and build r elat ionships. They need t o 
lear n how t o expr ess t heir  f eelings and cont r ol t heir  behaviour . Play helps babies and 
childr en meet  t hese needs. 
 
 
Stages of  social play 
 
Babies and childr en gr adually lear n t o play wit h each ot her . This is impor t ant  because, by 
playing wit h ot her  childr en, t hey lear n how t o build r elat ionships. At  f ir st  babies t end only 
t o be able t o play wit h an adult , but  by t he age of  t hr ee or  f our , most  childr en can play 
wit h each ot her . 
 
 
How play can help children’s emot ional development  
 
By playing childr en can lear n t o expr ess t heir  f eelings and t his helps t hem t o cont r ol t heir  
behaviour . 
 
 
Types of  social play                             What  does t his mean? 
 
Solitary Up unt il about  t wo year s childr en usually play alone. They may play 

wit h adult s, but  cannot  play wit h ot her  childr en. Older  childr en might  
choose t o play alone — e.g. when paint ing. 

 
Parallel Play Fr om about  t wo year s, t oddler s st ar t  t o not ice what  ot her  childr en 

ar e doing. Par allel play is when childr en play happily side by side.  
 
Associat ive Play Fr om about  t he age of  t hr ee, childr en may look t o see what  ot her  

childr en ar e doing and copy t hem. This t ype of  play is somet imes 
called spect at or  play because t he child is wat ching. 

 
Co- operat ive Play Bet ween t hr ee and f our  year s, childr en begin t o develop f r iendships 

and ar e able t o play t oget her . As t hey get  older  t hey st ar t  t o be able 
t o or ganise t heir  play. They may say t hings like ‘let ’s be puppies’. 

 



 
Babies enj oy looking at  t hemselves in a mir r or . At  f ir st  t hey t hink t hey ar e looking at  
anot her  baby, but  gr adually t hey lear n t hat  t hey ar e looking at  t hemselves. Babies also 
lear n t o shar e t oys if  adult s of f er  t hem t oys. By playing wit h an adult , babies lear n t o 
smile and look at  ot her  people’s r eact ions and f aces. 
 
Toddlers can f eel ver y f r ust r at ed because t hey of t en want  t o do t hings but  t hey can’t  
quit e manage t hem. They also do not  under st and why t hey cannot  have t hings. Play helps 
t oddler s f eel mor e in cont r ol and t hey can gain sat isf act ion f r om being able t o do t hings 
t hemselves. 
 
Toys such as dr ums and hammer  and pegs ar e good because t oddler s can explor e f eelings 
of  anger  and aggr ession. Toys such as dolls, pr ams and t eddies can encour age f eelings of  
love and car ing.  
 
Pre- school children ar e beginning t o use language t o explain what  t hey want . They ar e also 
beginning t o play cooper at ively. Dr essing up and pr et ending can help childr en t r y out  
dif f er ent  r oles. They may copy act ions and wor ds t hey have seen adult s and older  childr en 
do and use. This t ype of  play is somet imes called r ole play. 
 
School children can play t oget her  and of t en act  out  some of  t heir  f ear s. For  example, 
t hey might  pr et end t hey ar e lost  or  all alone. Play also helps school childr en get  a f eeling 
of  what  it  might  be like t o be someone else. 
 
 

Ways of  helping childr en’s social development  
 
Babies and toddlers 
•  Under st and t hat  babies and t oddler s cannot  shar e t oys. 
•  Show babies and t oddler s how t o shar e by of f er ing t hem t oys. 
•  Play peek-a-boo and pat -a-cake wit h babies t o show t hem how t o j oin in. 
•  Teach t oddler s r hymes so t hey can j oin in and shar e. 
•  Play wit h t oddler s so t hey lear n t he skills of  playing. 
 
Pre- school children 
•  Play boar d games wit h pr e-school childr en so t hey lear n how t o t ake t ur ns. 
•  Make sur e t her e ar e enough t oys and equipment  so childr en do not  need t o snat ch. 
 
School children 
•  Pr aise older  childr en when t hey play and shar e. 
 
 
 



Act ivit ies to help children express their f eelings 
 
Young childr en can have ver y power f ul f eelings. They do not  always have t he language skill 
t o t alk about  how t hey ar e f eeling. Some act ivit ies can help young childr en t o expr ess 
t heir  f eelings. 
 

• Dr essing up 
• Dr awing and paint ing 
• Dough play 
• Home cor ner  
• Building and knocking down br icks and t ower s 
• Hammer  and pegs 
• Sand play 
• Wat er  play 
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This ar t icle is an excer pt  f r om t he book 
Car ing f or  Childr en 

By Penny Tassoni 
I SBN: 0-7312-2363-2 

 
This ar t icle discusses t he impor t ance of  play and pr act ical act ivit ies f or  childr en. The 
book is usef ul f or  people t aking an int r oduct or y cour se in childcar e and educat ion. 
Par ent s will also f ind t he book int er est ing as well as it  has lot s of  inf or mat ion about  how 
childr en gr ow and develop; ideas on car e r out ines f or  childr en; f ood and nut r it ion 
advice; pr omot ing posit ive behaviour , et c. 
 
 
 
 
 


