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Play is of great importance 
to children, not only for the 

enjoyment and fun it affords, but 
also for the powerful contribution 
it makes to their learning and 
development. Everyone who 
cares for and educates children 
needs to recognise the value 
and importance of play, and the 
many benefits it offers. 

As a childminder, you are, along with 
parents, one of a child’s first teachers 
and a main supporter of their learning. 
You have an important role in creating 
the space and opportunities for their 
learning through play, and while the 
provision of play opportunities is not 
complicated or expensive, it does 
need some thought. This is especially 
important for the youngest children in 
your care. 

This resource highlights the value of 
play and offers guidance on how 
you can provide rich opportunities for 
children to experience high quality 
play, both indoors and outdoors.

Play is the highest form of research.        
 (Albert Einstein)

The Importance of  Play
Play and learning are inseparable, so much so that 
under Article 31 of the United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of the Child children have the right to 
play. Learning through play is essential for healthy 
development. By simply playing, children of all ages 
can develop their cognitive skills, social skills, physical 
abilities, their vocabulary and their literacy and 
numeracy skills. 

Children don’t choose to play in order to learn – they 
play because it’s fun – but they are learning a lot while 
they are playing.

Providing for Play
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Freely chosen play – that is, when a child decides 
on and controls their own play, following their own 
inclinations, imagination and interests – is particularly 
important for children and needs to be part of their 
everyday lives. Free play positively affects brain 
development by influencing how the neural circuits 
of the brain are wired. Access to this type of quality, 
unstructured play supports children’s overall health, 
well-being and development. When children are 
engaged in activities they have chosen, learning is also 
enjoyable because it is based on their own curiosity and 
connected to a sense of ‘I can do it’. 

Research shows that play also has a really important 
role in preparing children for challenges and helping 
them to cope with challenges during childhood and on 
into adulthood.

Outdoor play is particularly important. When they are 
outside, children can do all of the things they can do 
indoors and they also have the freedom to shout and 
make noise, the space to be more expansive in their 
physical movements, which sparks their imaginations, 
and more places to hide in and explore. Children can 
also be messier outdoors, which encourages them to be 
more creative and to try things out and experiment. 

Early childhood is an important time for children to 
develop the ability to persevere, to take risks, to solve 
problems, develop confidence and independence, 
nurture curiosity and to develop as learners (Aistear). 
Playful experiences can build these skills and 
dispositions in ways that school type teaching methods 
and rote learning cannot.

As well as promoting physical wellbeing, 
play empowers children to become the 
creative, engaged, lifelong learners they 
need to be to succeed in life.  
 (Lego Foundation)

How Children Learn Through 
Play
We know that later learning builds on early learning – 
children’s learning grows layer upon layer from birth 
– so what a child learns in their early years impacts 
greatly on what they can learn later. Until at least the 
age of nine, children learn best when their whole self 
is involved. They learn through their senses, from what 
they see, feel, touch, taste, smell, and from their hands-
on experiences. 

Children need a lot of hands-on practice with real 
objects such as blocks (of all sizes and various 
materials), clay, sand and water to understand abstract 
concepts and learn to problem solve. This forms the 
foundation for understanding later maths and science 
and higher-order thinking in all subjects. For example, 
by playing with square, triangular and rectangular 
blocks, a child will come to understand the concept that 
two squares can form a rectangle and two triangles 
can form a square. By lifting, carrying and pouring 
containers of water or sand, they begin to understand 
concepts of weight and volume – the real meaning of 
heavy, light, full and empty. Children need to experience 
and understand the concept of upside-down before they 
can come to understand the difference between p and d 
or 6 and 9. 

The main way children learn to understand concepts or 
ideas, and develop their understanding about the world, 
is by initiating their own exploration and creation, in 
other words through play. Make believe or pretend play 
develops children’s imagination and creativity. Through 
pretend play, children develop the ability to use their 
imaginations to represent objects, people and ideas. 
This ability to use one thing to represent another in play, 
for example, a young child using a stick as a spoon 
or a banana as a telephone, is an essential foundation 
for literacy and numeracy – the ability to understand 
that numbers represent amounts or quantities, and that 
letters represent sounds and words with meanings. 
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Through dramatic play with objects, people and 
imagined situations, children develop their language 
skills and their ability to ‘think in stories’. This forms the 
foundation for reading, the ability to produce writing 
that makes sense and, later, the ability to understand 
subjects like history, social studies and science. 

Children also develop their social and emotional skills 
through play. Playing offers opportunities to practise 
skills like waiting, negotiating, taking turns, cooperating, 
compromising, sharing and safely expressing their 
feelings and emotions.

The critical skills that children acquire 
through play in the preschool years form 
part of the fundamental building blocks 
of future complex 21st-century skills.

(United Nations Children’s Fund,  

Learning through Play)

What Influences Children’s 
Play
Play is influenced by the type of activities, the culture 
and the materials in the places where children have 
most of their experiences. It is also influenced by the 
nature of the community and the geographical area 
in which they live. Children will often act out events 
they have seen or experienced at home and in their 
surroundings. This is important as it helps them to make 
sense of these experiences.

It is essential that you have an understanding of child 
development to know what type of play and play 
materials are appropriate for children of different ages. 
The materials, spaces and time available to children 
have a significant influence on how and what they play. 

Play Can Help Children to 
Develop Coping Skills
Every child needs access to a range of play 
opportunities, stimulating materials and experiences 
every day. This is especially important during times of 
stress or uncertainty, such as the Covid 19 pandemic, 
as pretend or make-believe play can help children 
to make sense of the difficult things in their lives and 
expand their understanding of their feelings and their 
experiences. 

A child’s play is their natural way to communicate. They 
will ‘play out’ their feelings and problems in the way an 
adult might ‘talk out’ theirs and, through this, practise 
ways to cope with feelings like anxiety or fear, anger, 
confusion and frustration. Pretend play allows a child 
to control a situation that they cannot control in real life. 
An example of this is a child playing with toy people and 
being able to decide which of them does what or which 
of them wins in a fight.

It is through play that children develop 
skills and resilience and the ability to 
cope with life’s pressures, stresses and 
anxieties.  (Playboard NI) 

Outdoor play in natural environments provides the best 
opportunities for children to find space to use up pent 
up energy, release strong feelings, breathe more deeply, 
think more freely and relieve stress.

https://www.unicef.org/sites/default/files/2018-12/UNICEF-Lego-Foundation-Learning-through-Play.pdf
https://www.playboard.org/
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Allowing for Risky Play

Consider the opportunities you provide for physical 
challenge and age-appropriate risk-taking in play. 
Children need to be given the chance to stretch 
themselves, explore their physical limits, try out new 
experiences and develop their abilities without being 
exposed to unacceptable hazards. It is your responsibility, 
not only to keep children safe, but also to help them to 
manage and experience challenging, risky opportunities 
through play. The desire to keep children safe can 
sometimes result in too many restrictions and this can 
interfere with their healthy learning and development. 
When we try to ‘wrap children in cotton wool’ or limit 
their experiences too much to protect them from harm, 
we can take away valuable learning opportunities. This 
may actually result in them being less safe as they will 
not be able to learn how to take care of themselves.

You are, however, responsible for ensuring there are no 
avoidable serious accidents. Remove or close off areas 
where there are hazards such as oil tanks, poisons or 
bins so that children can play safely and freely. 

Children need appropriately supervised opportunities 
for playing with heights (climbing trees or structures), 
playing with water, playing at speed (running, cycling 
or skating fast), playing with tools or large heavy items 
(hammers, scissors, saws, tyres, crates or pallets) 
and rough and tumble play (wrestling or play fights). 
These types of play help children to learn what they are 
capable of, and what their own physical abilities and 
limits are. 

Children also need a chance to experience trial and 
error and to see their own strengths and capabilities. 
Knowing the children in your care and their capabilities 
well will help you to make good judgements on what 
they can try next.

Remember, children cannot play and 

learn successfully in an atmosphere 

where they constantly hear ‘don’t do 

that, you’ll hurt yourself’ or ‘watch out, 

you’re going to fall’. Excessive risk control 

will take away the enjoyment of play 

and limit learning opportunities.

Facilitating and Supporting 
Children’s Play

To support children’s play, you need to offer 
opportunities for different kinds of play, both indoors 
and outdoors. 

Children need frequent opportunities for full body 
movement such as swinging, sliding, jumping, crawling, 
hanging, climbing and balancing as well as running.

They also need opportunities to make mistakes in order 
to learn from them. Provide for challenging play where 
children can test their limits and develop a sense of 
adventure, and allow them plenty of space to safely 
explore and play. Keep restrictions to those that are 
essential for their safety and wellbeing.
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It is important to avoid making judgements on 
children’s choices in their play. For example, 
when a girl chooses to be a builder in her 
pretend play, a boy chooses to play with what 
are traditionally considered to be ‘girls’ toys’ or 
when play with toys involves aggression and 
fighting. Children experience anger sometimes 
and allowing them a safe outlet in play makes 
it less likely that they will display this anger with 
others. Children need to be able to use their 
play to explore and test out their ideas. In their 
play, children can be whoever and whatever they 
choose to be.

Children need long, uninterrupted periods of time 
(45-60 minutes minimum) for spontaneous free 
play. Play periods that are too short do not allow 
enough time for children to engage properly in 
their play, and really be able to expand on their 
ideas and carry out their experimentation. 

	� Allow lots of time and space for play.

	� Take an interest in children’s play, asking questions, offering suggestions, and engaging eagerly as a player 
if they invite you.

	� Share ideas and understandings – Do you think it might be an idea to try it the other way around?

	� Speak about feelings – How do you feel now that it hasn’t worked for you? 

	� Guess and predict – What do you think it’s going to be like?

	� Recall experiences – Do you remember when we made the boat and brought it to the pond, and it sailed 
so well? 

	� Ask open-ended questions – what…, where…, how…,who…,when…?

	� Engage in research with children, through other people, books, the library and the internet, to find things out 
from different sources and encourage their explorations. 

	� Work with and encourage children to solve problems, and to learn how to find answers to questions, 
conflicts, challenges, tasks. 

	� When appropriate, show, prompt, model, describe, explain, recap and suggest.

	� Encourage children to make their own choices and decisions about their activities.

	� Ensure there are opportunities for noisy, boisterous, vigorous, physically active play.

	� Provide space with a rug or carpet and some cushions for children to be able to play quietly and privately 
away from noisier activities.

	� Encourage children to change things around in their environment to support their play.

	� Recognise the value of messy play, rough-and-tumble play, and nonsense play.

	� Ensure that all children have access to play opportunities and are included in play.

	� Play with children on their terms, for example, taking on a role in pretend play that the children suggest.

	� Provide guidance on arts and crafts or use of equipment, and give advice in ways that leave children with 
scope for choosing how they will apply this new knowledge.

It is important to make sure that you give 
children enough unscheduled, independent 
(non-screen) time to be creative, to think about 
things and to unwind. A large proportion of 
play should be led by the children rather than 
adult directed.
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Providing Materials for Play
It is important to provide a sufficient variety of toys, 
materials and equipment to stimulate different kinds of 
imaginative and exploratory play, such as:

	� Blocks (always ensure these are large enough not 
to be a choking hazard) 

	� Construction toys, sand, mud, water, clay, paint 
and other open-ended materials for sensory play 
(play that involves all of children’s senses)

	� Old clothes for dress-up and props for pretend play

	� Balls

	� Climbing places and open space for large scale 
movement

	� Open-ended play materials that have no fixed 
purpose and can be used in lots of different ways, 
for example, boxes, crates, blankets, wheels, 
planks, pipes, guttering, pulleys, ropes (ensure 
appropriate supervision of play with ropes and 
water)

	� Flexible resources that provide opportunities 
for solving problems, and creative, imaginative 
thinking 

	� Natural materials like sticks, stones, leaves, water, 
sand and mud (these are some of the best open-
ended materials as they allow for an endless 
variety of imaginative uses)

Children who have Difficulty 
Playing
For most children, play begins from birth. For some 
children, however, their early development and 
experiences may have led to some issues in their ability 
to play. It is important that these children are given the 
support they need to develop as players.

Some children may have difficulty playing independently 
in the way you would expect for their age. For example, 
a child might constantly demand adult attention, they 
may engage in very limited or extremely repetitive 
activities or they may not play with toys and just tip them 
out of the box or throw them around the room. To judge 
whether the type of play is something to be concerned 
about or is to be expected at the child’s age and stage 
of development, it is important to have an understanding 
of child development. 

A child who is very sensitive and quiet may just need 
some adult support and gentle encouragement initially 
to join other children in play. If you think a child’s 
play is particularly unusual for their age and stage of 
development it is important to raise this concern with their 
parents. In some cases, children who have great difficulty 
playing may need their parents to refer them for specialist 
assessment. You will need to be tuned into children’s 
individual needs and interests in relation to play in the 
same way as you are with children’s needs in general.
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Reflecting on Play 
Opportunities in your Home
Like sleep deprivation, play deprivation has adverse 
consequences. Without play, optimal learning, 
normal social functioning, self-control and other 
brain functions may not mature properly. Take time 
to reflect on the following:

	� How do the toys, materials and environment in 
your home support learning and development 
through making different types of play possible?

	� Is there a good balance in the time and 
opportunities for play indoors and outdoors?

	� Do you provide enough space, time and freedom 
for the children to engage fully in their play? 

Further Information

Useful books

Daly, L. & Beloglovsky, M. (2015). Loose parts: Inspiring play in young children. Redleaf Press.

Johnson, J. & Watts, Ann. (2019). Developing creativity and curiosity outdoors: How to extend creative 
learning in the early years. Routledge.

Lee, A. (2008). Childminder’s guide to play and activities. Continuum.

Wilson, Ruth A., (2018). Nature and young children: Encouraging creative play and learning in natural 
environments. Routledge.

Useful weblinks

Aistear Síolta Practice Guide

Tusla Quality and Regulatory Framework

Learning through Play

For parents

First 5 Resources for Parents 

Outdoor Play Matters (Barnardos)

T: 01 453 0355

E: resources@barnardos.ie

W: www.barnardos.ie

For regular updates join us on Facebook Registered Charity No: CHY 6015 / RCN 20010027
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https://barnardos.interleaf.ie/cgi-bin/koha/opac-detail.pl?biblionumber=6216&query_desc=ti%2Cwrdl%3A%20Loose%20parts
https://barnardos.interleaf.ie/cgi-bin/koha/opac-detail.pl?biblionumber=4964
https://barnardos.interleaf.ie/cgi-bin/koha/opac-detail.pl?biblionumber=7235
https://barnardos.interleaf.ie/cgi-bin/koha/opac-detail.pl?biblionumber=7235
https://www.aistearsiolta.ie/en/play/
https://www.tusla.ie/uploads/content/4567-TUSLA_QRF_CHILDMINDING_LR.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/sites/default/files/2018-12/UNICEF-Lego-Foundation-Learning-through-Play.pdf
https://first5.gov.ie/parents
https://shop.barnardos.ie/products/ebook-outdoorplaymatters?_pos=1&_sid=258be7920&_ss=r
http://resources@barnardos.ie
http://www.barnardos.ie
https://www.facebook.com/groups/922355578098362

