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The Importance of Play 
You do not have to look far to see that children like to play. Observe children playing 
and you might see some smiling faces or maybe expressions of deep concentration 
as they focus on the task at hand. Research around children’s development tells 
us that play is essential to a child’s physical health and emotional well-being. So 
central is play to a child’s healthy development that the United Nations has declared 
that play is a fundamental right of the child. For more information on the rights of 
the child, please see the reference section of this booklet, page 21.

What is play?
Play is part of a child’s natural behaviour - it is how they explore their environment 
and make sense of the world around them. Children’s play is often referred to as 
free, self-directed or spontaneous play and can be defined as ‘what children engage 
in when they decide what they want to do, how they want to do it and when they 
do it.’ Free play is not adult-led or adult-structured and does not usually involve 
a final product. Children decide for themselves both the rules and the roles. Most 
importantly, children choose to play for the sake of playing and are not motivated 
by anything external. It is these characteristics of free play: control, uncertainty, 
flexibility, novelty, and non-productivity, that produce a high degree of pleasure 
for children and, simultaneously, the incentive to continue to play.

Play is the work of children.
- Piaget
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Why is free play important?
Free play enhances a child’s emotional, cognitive, social and physical capacities in ways 
that nothing else can. For decades now, specialists such as educators, psychologists and 
physicians have studied children’s development. Their work has consistently concluded 
that there is a direct link between play and a child’s wellbeing, and that play contributes to 
brain development, creates flexibility in thought, enhances creativity, and strengthens a 
child’s ability to deal with stress.

Although children have a natural urge to play this does not guarantee that their play 
needs are met. There are many obstacles to children’s play including time constraints 
and access to diverse outdoor spaces. In our schedule driven lives, children are finding 
themselves more and more in structured environments such as pre and after school 
programs, organized sports, music, dance or competitive sport lessons. It is important 
to note that these learning opportunities also contribute significantly to the develop-
ment of children; however, as parents, caregivers, and educators, it is our responsibility 
to ensure that children have the time and space to engage in self-directed, free play.
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0 - 5 years Free Play Area
Children are naturally driven to explore their environment. As infants, they look 
at bright colours, listen to different sounds and smell different odours. They are 
drawn to these and soon begin to move. They learn to crawl, walk, and run, playing 
with everything in their path. They do this in the pursuit of knowledge, to try and 
understand the world around them. As children get older their play becomes more 
complex. They engage in many different types of play: role-play, such as pretending 
to be a train conductor; rough and tumble play, such as wrestling with friends; and 
social play, such as a group of children building a snow fort. It is in this childhood 
play that children develop socially, cognitively, emotionally and physically and in 
doing so they prepare the foundation on which they will build a life of resilience, 
creativity, self-confidence and life-long learning. 

The Area
In this play area you will find a mini version of what is in the park...just for the little 
ones! Here young children have their own place where they are in charge. Of course 
the older children (3-5) will play in the other areas of the park, but this will be their 
own place. They can play in the sand or water, create their own world using boxes or 
costumes, and discover many different shapes and textures.
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Benefits
Play is what children do naturally. It is an evolving set of behaviours, becoming more 
complex as they grow older. Through play, children test themselves to discover their 
abilities and learn to deal with various situations. They interact with each other and 
nurture communication, cooperation, negotiation and empathy. They experiment 
with a variety of elements which develop their creativity and help them acquire 
problem solving skills.

Extended Play
•	 Make	different	coloured ice cubes with food colouring and throw a 

couple in your child’s bath.

•	 Mix corn starch and water in a bowl for the children to play with. 
Let them experiment with other ingredients.

•	 Play “I Spy” around the house, in the city, or on a forest walk.

•	 Let them hammer some real nails into a piece of wood. 
 
•	 Long	roofing	nails	work	best.
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One of the best things you can do for children is provide them with a mound of sand. 
You do not even have to provide shovels or buckets - hands, sticks, even shoes will 
be used to dig, pile up, pat down, make pancakes or a delicious soup. Anything within 
reach will be a tool and the product? Well, only a child can imagine that.

The Area
We have created a large sand box for this day with plenty of tools that children can 
use. If they invite you, please feel free to join them in the play. Just remember, they 
are the leaders so listen to what they say. And do not worry – it is fine if they bring 
in water from another area, although you may want to leave the sandbox before it 
gets really messy!

Sand Play Area

“Play is the highest form 
of research.” 
- Albert Einstein
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Benefits
Why is sand the great teacher? Because it engages all the child’s senses: touch, 
smell, sound, sight and yes, even taste for the very young. This makes the play a very 
meaningful experience for the child and strengthens their learning. As they dig in the 
sand, pick it up or place it in containers, they are exercising their muscles, developing 
their motor-skills, and learning how the rules of nature apply when piling up sand. 
Walking on the soft, uneven surface of sand helps develop a child’s sense of balance. 
They feed their imagination and creativity as they prepare soups and pizzas, create 
cities or simply dig big holes. They also develop their communication skills as they 
collaborate with others.

Extended Play
 Builda sandbox in the back yard. Nothing fancy is required - a few bags of sand 

in a pile will do. Or locate the nearest beach or park with a sand area. 

•	 Make sure the kids have lots of extras to play with such as grass, sticks, pots 
and pans, or small stones.

•	 Have some water available as well.

•	 For younger children, try hiding things in the sand like plastic animals or  
dinosaurs, shiny rocks, etc. for them to discover.

•	 Sand in the winter? You can create an indoor mini sand box using a plastic 
storage bin and providing tools such as spoons and plastic cups. Don’t want to 
use sand? Try substituting with rice, dried beans and/or small stones. You may 
want to set up a drop cloth under the indoor play area.
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Water Play Area
Remember when you used to run through the sprinkler on those warm summer 
days? We are all drawn to water but when children are near or in water their faces 
light up! From our first splashes in the baby bath to splashing around at the beach, 
playing with water makes us happy.

The Area
The Water Play Area is simply what the name implies, a place to have some fun with 
water. There are buckets and sponges to manipulate the water, and as the day goes 
on there are sure to be puddles for jumping and splashing. Warning: not for the faint 
of heart.

“Children learn as they play. 
Most importantly, in play 
children learn how to learn.” 
- O. Fred Donaldson
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Benefits
Similar to playing in sand, water also engages a child’s senses, there is no “right” way to 
play in it, and the benefits are numerous. As children pour water from one container into 
another they practise their observation skills. They guess what will happen next and 
therefore practise developing hypotheses. They explore the concepts of heavy/light, 
sink/float, full/empty. All this helps the child develop essential learning skills that will be 
particularly valuable for their future studies in math and science.

ATTENTION: NEVER LEAVE YOUNG CHILDREN UNATTENDED IN OR NEAR WATER.

Extended Play
 
•	 For the very young, fill a children’s pool with little water and provide spoons, a 

ladle, cups, bowls, etc. – or provide these same tools to the child in their bath. 

Let the older kids take out the hose, set up the sprinkler and have some fun  
- especially on those really hot days!

•	 Set up a water play station: fill a large bucket or tub with water and provide 
lots of props like short hoses, funnels, short tubes or whatever you have lying 
around the house that water can move through.



“Loose parts” are objects that offer as many play options as a child can think of 
– for example, a stick of wood can be a hammer, an airplane or a shovel; a piece 
of fabric can be a superhero cape, a tablecloth in a restaurant, or a roof for a fort. 
Loose parts are usually used for a wide variety of purposes, and in many different 
play scenarios created by the child. 

Loose Parts Play Area
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“Play gives children a chance 
to practice what they are 
learning.” 
- Mr. Rogers



The Area
The Loose Parts Play Area offers children numerous materials to play with, to create 
with, or to simply examine various textures, shapes and sizes. They can use loose 
parts to create costumes for role-play, create artwork, and even bring loose parts 
into other play areas. 

Benefits
Playing with loose parts at any age strengthens a child’s imagination, nurtures 
creativity and develops problem-solving skills. As children create with different 
materials, they develop their eye-hand coordination. They see how different 
materials behave. As they bring various materials together to form something 
else they build self-confidence and a positive self-esteem.

Extended Play
•	 Try to have a rich assortment of loose parts at home – remembering that 

almost anything can be a loose part for a child. You don’t have to spend a lot of 
money to have a great loose parts bin - before anything goes into the garbage 
or recycling box evaluate it as a possible loose part. Make sure it is clean and 
does not present a hazard. Show it to your child and they will let you know if it 
can be used!

•	 If a child is not using an object for its intended purpose, let them be. If they are 
having fun, that is all that matters and they are nurturing their creativity and 
brain flexibility.
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Ever notice that more often than not, young children prefer the box that the toy 
came in over the actual toy? There is one very simple reason: the box offers more 
play possibilities than the toy. Toys are often designed with one or a few purposes 
whereas a box can be a house, a car, a mixing bowl, a boat, a store, a rocket…what-
ever the child can imagine. In playwork terms, a box is an excellent “loose part”.

The Area
We have gathered as much cardboard as we could find. Play ambassadors have 
utility knives and scissors to help cut and shape the cardboard. There is tape to 
grow your creations and paint and markers available to decorate them.

Cardboard Play Area
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“Play is often talked about as 
if it were a relief from serious 
learning. But for children play is 
serious learning. Play is really 
the work of childhood.” 
- Fred Rogers



Benefits
For younger children, cardboard box play stimulates creativity, nurtures their 
imagination, and encourages motor skill development. Older children experiment 
with objects and learn about the natural forces that act on them, develop problem 
solving skills as they discover how to build a sturdy structure, and learn to work on a 
team as they build together.

Extended Play
•	 Before recycling cardboard let your child play with the box - they can be  

helmets, mixing bowls and if big enough, cars, boats, trains or airplanes.

•	 For your next birthday party, collect some large and small cardboard boxes, 
provide some tape and markers, sit back and watch the fun.
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“Do not keep children to 
their studies by compulsion 
but by play.” 
- Plato







Role Play Area
Imagination is the domain of children. They create very detailed stories with fantastic 
worlds and characters. When you observe children engaged in role play you can often 
describe them as being lost in their own world - and you would be correct. This is a 
world that they have created where they are in complete control of the rules and the 
boundaries. It is a safe place that allows them to explore their feelings and emotions. 
It is sometimes a place where they can face their fears.

The Area
Near the covered stage you will find costumes and accessories for children to engage in 
role play. Feel free to take (or make) extra props from the other play areas as well!
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“It is a happy talent to know 
how to play.” 
- Ralph Waldo Emerson



Benefits
Role play provides children with a safe place to experience a wide range of emotions, 
from sadness to joy, from anger to exhilaration. As they experience these emotions in 
their play they learn how to react to different real life situations. They learn to control 
their feelings, thoughts and reactions, which in turn helps them cooperate with others, 
concentrate on tasks at hand and develop their sense of self.

Extended Play
•	 Before discarding your clothes, size them down to fit your children so they  

can play dress up.

•	 Have Halloween costumes available for play all year round.

•	 Let them be chefs and prepare soups or pancakes using pots and pans,  
spoons and spatulas. Let them help you with meal preparation.
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