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Learning Through Play

Play is children’s work. It is the way they learn and
explore the world. You help your child to learn as
you get involved and follow their interests in play.




Play

e Children learn best through play, it could
be thought of as children’s work.

o Itis how they explore the world around
them.

e Play underlies other learning

Physical skills

Language skills

Social skills

Early maths
- Self regulation

- And more!

Interest-based learning

Children learn best when they are engaged
in play that interests them.

- Personal interests, e.g. a child who likes
playing with trains

- Situational interests, e.g. a child who
sees puddles on the way to preschool so
decides to jump in them.

Teaching new skills

Children learn so many new things in their
first five years of life.

You can help your child learn

Aim to teach things that are just beyond
what your child can already do.

- In this way your goals are right for your
child’s stage of development.




Teaching new skills - examples

e Over the next month, I want my child

to put two words together when we are
playing with blocks

- If the child can already say one word,
e.g. “more”

I want my child to go downstairs holding
the handrail before their next birthday

- If they can already do this holding
someone’s hand

I want my child to use a spoon to feed
themselves all their cereal at breakfast by
the end of the month

- If they already do a few spoons by
themselves.

How play helps child

development

In this video, experts explain

that play gives children different
sensory, physical and cognitive
experiences. Experiences build
connections in the brain, which
helps children develop physically,
cognitively, socially and
emotionally. That’s why children’s
play is like ‘fireworks’ going off in
the brain.

© Raising Children Network



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fLqLS2c1k7Q

You can support your Benefits of child led play
child’s development

through play by noticing .
what they are interested
in and building on that ’

Child led play

¢ Children learn most when in charge of their
own play.

e if they feel like you are testing them (e.g.
by asking lots of questions), it no longer
feels like play to them.

e Itisimportant to join in your child’s play
without taking over

Builds confidence when children see their
ideas are valued

Children learn to problem solve and work
things out for themselves.

Supports their curiosity.

It helps children work through their
emotions.

Can be fun for both of you.




Difference between child and adult led play

Child

Child chooses what to play and how.

No specific goal or outcome, e.g. using
playing cards in imaginative play

Use resources creatively, e.g. uses a frisbee
for a hat

Lots of opportunities to talk about what is
happening

Adult

Adult chooses what to play

Often more structured and more rules, e.g.
card games

Specific goal or outcome

Use resources in the expected ways, e.g.
frisbees are just for throwing

Often lots of questions directed at the child




You make a difference

e You are your children’s first and most Following are some strategies you

important educator. can use to get involved.

e Being regularly involved in your child’s

2 e Get down to their level
play is a great way you can support

their development. - This may mean sitting or lying on
. the floor so you can be face to face
¢ Your involvement makes more of a with them

difference than any educational toys.
o Take time quietly to watch what they are
interested in

- Remember, they may play with toys in
unexpected ways.

P’aYing Wifh e Asyou join in, keep playing the way they’re

enjoying, don’t change the game.

your Chi’dren Join in without taking over
is important



Serve and return

e This is a way to think about letting
your child lead and joining in without
taking over.

e They ‘serve’ with an action or word,
and you ‘return’ by responding to what
they did or said.

e Another way to think about this is
taking turns with your child

5 Steps for Brain-Building

Serve and Return
© Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KNrnZag17Ek

But...child led play feels strange

e Child led play can feel very different Start small
toh lly int t with
y(c)>uroz\;1i)ﬁi).u R I e Change is hard, so start slow.

e Over time the way you play will become

e Itis a big change, for both of you as more child led

you let them lead more.

- You could start by getting down to your
child’s level and making sure you make
one comment about what they are
doing before asking a question.

o Itis okay that it feels strange, keep
trying and gradually it will feel more
natural.

e You may feel like you are not doing
anything because your are not
using questions to work out what
they know or teaching themin a
structured manner.

- Try for even just 1 minute where you join
in their game and don’t change it. Then
build from here.

e Rest assured, they are learning lots But... how does this fit

i |
as you get involved! into busy lives?

e Sometimes it feels like there is no time
in your day to add time to play into the
diary, even if you know that it is good for
your child. Following are two ideas that
may help:
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15 minutes of focus

e Plan 15 minutes a day where your sole aim
is to play with your child.

- Get down to their level

- Let them lead the play for the whole
15 minutes, choosing what you do
and how.

- Talk together about what you are
doing but don’t use many questions,
so you child does not feel like you are
testing them

- Make this a special time of connection
- Get rid of anything that might distract that both you and your child look
you, e.g. turn off the TV, put your phone forward to
on silent

- It might take awhile for your child to get
used to this time, but if you do it every
day they will start to enjoy it and will
have great ideas of things to do!

e If 15 minutes does not feel possible, try
for even just 5 minutes then build up
gradually.

e Having your complete focus, even if only
briefly is great for your child’s development
and their relationship with you.




Play in routines

e There are so many things you do everyday
that can be an opportunity to play
and learn.

- This does not add anything to your ‘to
do list’, but these times can still be fun
learning opportunities.

- These are things that need to happen
everyday and your child does not get to
choose, so are not ‘child led’ in the same
way as what was discussed earlier.

- However they can still be opportunities
for learning through play if you continue
to ‘serve and return’.



Listen

for more ideas on how to make
the everyday routine of getting
dressed, an opportunity to play

o Everyday routines include:

, and have fun.
- Having a meal
Having a bath

Getting ready for bed

Going in the car

Going shopping

Ideas for play in routines:

— e Bathtime - watch what your child is
. interested in. Copy them, e.qg. if they
splash, you splash.

e Mealtimes - get face to face with your
child. Pause and watch what they are
interested in and talk about that.

e Getting dressed - make funny ‘mistakes,’
e.g. socks on hands. See how your child
responds.

e Read books together before bed.


https://www.lifestart.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/Getting-dressed.mp3

Play with siblings

e Relationships with siblings are often the Ideas to support sibling play
longest relationship your child will have in I .
their life. e Activities where there is enough for

everyone can be easier:
e Children can learn so much from their
siblings, but sometimes it can be
challenging to support them to play
together well. - Sensory play (playing with water,
playdough)

- Bubbles, physical games outside,
throwing a ball

e Children may need your support to begin
with to learn how to play together.

e Praise your children when they are playing
together well.



https://www.lifestart.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/Siblings-play.mp3

e Make sure there are enough similar toys
for each child

- E.g.afew toy cars that are a similar
size.

e Make sure each of your children get one
on one time with you regularly

- This could link with the 15 minutes of
focus talked about earlier.

- Ways to fit this into your routine
include time with an older child when
a younger one naps, setting up an e Be realistic with expectations
older child with some colouring while

you play with a younger one. - Of how long your children will play

together, sometimes they may prefer to
play alone

- It can be helpful to each have some
special toys that there is no expectation
to share, like a special teddy.




Children learn
better if they
have long periods

Screen time

away from screens
every day.

A note on screen time

e Children learn much more
through play and interactions
with the people around them e Screens include TV, phones, Ipad,
than they do a screen, even computer games.

educational programs. « Even having a screen on in the background

Lots of screen time has been has been shown to be Unhelprl for
associated with children’s learning and it can distract you

from interacting with your child.
- decreased language and

social skills

~ increased risk of being What to do with screens

overweight. e Be careful about how much time your child

spends in front of a screen

- The Department of Health recommends
children aged 2-5 watch less than 1
hour of screens per day.

e Watch age appropriate programs with your
child and talking about what is happening.

- This will help them more with language
and social development than if they
watch on their own.




Creating helpful habits

e Children copy what they see. Make sure
you are not always on your phone.

e Turn on the radio or some music for
background noise instead of the TV.

e Choose times of the day when no one
uses screens, e.g. meal times, after
dinner.

Screens May Affect Your
Child’s Brain Development

© NBC News

Ideas to do instead of screens -
distract

If your child finds it hard not having a
screen, distract with something else they
will enjoy.

Spend time outside
Read books together

Provide other activities for your child
when you need to do household chores

- E.g. playing with blocks near you while
you cook dinner.

Encourage your child to be involved in
everyday chores

- E.g. shopping together and talking
about what your are buying.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ndOB-vXwXxM

Helpful links

e This is an excellent website with lots of information
about areas of your child’s development, including the
importance of play and how to play with your child at
different ages.
raisingchildren.net.au

e Here you can find playgroups in your area and lots of ideas
of activities to do with your children.
www.playgroupnsw.org.au

e See the power of play and interaction with small children.
Molly Wright: How every child can thrive by five | TED Talk

e Resources for Playgroups and Parents/Carers - Munch &
Move (nsw.gov.au)

e Resources to support online safety when using screens
with children under 5.
Children under 5 | eSafety Commissioner

e Children and parents talk about childcare and
early learning



http://raisingchildren.net.au
https://www.playgroupnsw.org.au
https://www.ted.com/talks/molly_wright_how_every_child_can_thrive_by_five?language=en
https://healthykids.nsw.gov.au/resources-for-playgroups-and-parents-carers/
https://healthykids.nsw.gov.au/resources-for-playgroups-and-parents-carers/
https://www.esafety.gov.au/parents/children-under-5
https://www.facebook.com/ThriveByFiveCampaign/videos/489604155479282/
https://www.facebook.com/ThriveByFiveCampaign/videos/489604155479282/
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