
We’ve all done it, but what exactly is play? For children, it’s a great way to gain knowl-
edge, as they learn through experimentation and interaction with their environment.  
Children are naturally curious and creative and have a need to master life skills, which 
they do through play. When they suspend reality through imagination, they can es-
cape the confines of the everyday world, play out their wishes, experience pleasure 
and reduce stress. Interacting with others through play increases language, decision-
making, and social skills. The physical aspects of play release energy and build large 
and small muscles. When children engage in familiar experiences, they are able to ex-
plore things at a deeper level or alter them by pretending certain aspects are different. 
If they engage in new play experiences, they make use of curiosity and exploration.

Developmentally, there are 5 major types of play. It’s important to know what type of 
play your child is typically engaging in.

•	 Solitary: children may not notice or make any attempt to connect with others
•	 Onlooker: this child will mostly watch other people, or will ask questions or 

direct others, but will not join in
•	 Parallel: this child is playing independently but near another, with a lot of 

thinking, learning, observing going on
•	 Associative: plays with another child, talks with the playmate about a similar 

or same activity, might borrow or loan toys, but mostly working on own, dif-
ferent goals

•	 Cooperative: child plays together with another and shares goals within the 
same activity, may even divide roles
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When thinking about play and a particular child, you want to be aware of that child’s style of play. The best learn-
ing happens when a play activity matches the ability, temperament, and cognitive/physical needs of that child. It 
may be helpful to observe the child first. For example, a child who is shy might play along side you, imitate you, 
or examine things first. A more social child, who is anxious or rigid, may repeat activities, line things up, and want 
to do things their way. A very competitive child may want to play games, will break the rules to ensure a win, but 
won’t want to do something like a craft that has no rules or winner. Older children may want to play, but be wor-
ried about being judged or seen as being “baby-ish.” So, they will be torn about choosing an activity.

Tips for connecting with children through play include:
•	 Follow their lead
•	 Observe what type of play they engage in
•	 Let go of rules; there is no ‘right’ way to play
•	 Allow yourself to be silly
•	 Really listen and give the child your full attention
•	 Don’t judge or evaluate what they are doing (or what you’re doing)
•	 Ask questions and show you’re really interested
•	 Join them in their world
•	 Laugh 
•	 With smaller children, get down to their level
•	 For a child in the parallel stage of play, start by doing something similar to what they are doing, ask ques-

tions, and maybe ask if you may play with them
•	 If you are frustrated, step away and take a break
•	 Respect the importance of play for the child
•	 Remember, you don’t need expensive toys. Play can be very fun with paper towel tubes, homemade play 

dough, sticks, and empty boxes!

Playing is a child’s job and the way they grow and learn. On a daily basis, an adult’s full attention and engagement 
is a precious commodity that can facilitate muscle growth, self-esteem, curiosity, language development, and cogni-
tive skills and reduce stress. Remember, it’s not what you do, it’s the connection you make through play. So, have 
fun and play!
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