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Occupational Therapy and Play

• Occupational Therapists work with children, young 
people, their families and caregivers to support 
engagement in meaningful occupations. 

• Floortime Model: Dr. Greenspan and Dr. Wieder's 
Floortime model and therapy uses play to support 
emotional and developmental growth. There is 
substantial evidence to support this approach, 
available at: Home of DIRFloortime® (Floortime) - 
DIR® Research 

https://www.icdl.com/research
https://www.icdl.com/research


Play 

Play is a primary occupation of childhood (RCOT, 2023/OTPF) 



Play is the work of the child

Maria Montessori
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How does play support development? 

Cognitive Development: Supports critical thinking, problem-

solving, and memory by engaging children's imagination and 

attention.

Emotional and Social Skills: Teaches empathy, cooperation, 

and communication. It helps children form secure attachments 

and understand social routines. 

Motor Skills: Strengthens motor skills, coordination, hand skills 

and postural control. 

Language Development: Expands vocabulary and improves 

communication through motivating interactions.



Factors Impacting on Play  

Person: Cognitive abilities, age 
and stage of development, 
physical capabilities, sensory 
processing, communication 
skills.  

Environment: Family and 
culture, resources, accessibility, 
peers.

Occupation: Type of play, 
child’s interests, likes and 
dislikes. 

(Baum and Christiansen, 1985)



Sensory processing is the ability to take in sensory information from 
all our senses and then organise the information in our brains so that 
we can respond to this information in an appropriate way.
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Sensory Processing and Play 

Some children may: 

• Avoid playing on nursery or playground 
equipment.

• Avoid certain types of play, such as messy 
play, or seek intense sensory activities. 

• Show sensitivities to certain noises impacting 
on being in a busy setting. 

• Find it difficult remaining in a calm and alert 
state, impacting on their ability to engage in 
play. 



Meet the child at just the right level for them to be slightly 
challenged but able to achieve success. At this level they are 
motivated to engage in play and progress developmentally. 

This is usually achieved through:

1. Scaffolding the amount of support provided
2. Adjusting the level of the task 
3. Adjusting the environment
4. Choosing the right activity to meet sensory needs and 

understanding their stage of play. 

Achieving the ‘Just Right Level’



Stage 1: Sensorimotor Play
Children are exploring the world through their senses and motor movements.

Water Play Sand Play Playdough

Obstacle Course Finger Painting Messy Food Play

Support hand skill development/motor planning/dexterity. 



Stage 2: Relational Play 

Children make connections between objects and start problem solving. 

• Stacking cups

• Shape sorters

• Tipping water from once 
cup to another  

• Shaking marbles in a jar



Stage 3: Using objects in play

• Rolling a ball

• Watering plants with a watering 
can

• Talking on a pretend phone

• Feeding a doll with a toy spoon 



Stage 4: Imaginative Play

Pretend play is essential for learning and development. 

Toy animals Kitchen/Home 
Corner/Dress up Role Play



1: Sensorimotor (Exploratory) Play 

Consider: Warm water, smell of soap, sound of the bubbles, 
postural considerations, environment, textures of objects, motor 
skills such as squeezing bottle. 



2: Relational Play 

What happens if I stack the boats, or knock them against each other?
What happens if I tip the water table? 



3: Object Play 

Understanding the shape and 
appearance of an object (toy duck).

Helping the duck ‘swim’ in water. 

Pushing the boats around the water.

Understanding the role/purpose of an 
object.  



4: Imaginative Play 

Developing the play sequence using 
imagination, e.g. giving the duck a hair 
wash and helping it dive down to fish 
in the pond. 

Problem solving: The duck is hungry, 
what can he eat?

Empathy, theory of mind and 
understanding: The duck hit his head 
on the boat, how does he feel? 



Scenario

What would you do if a child was shaking a box of shapes in the 
corner of the classroom by him/herself for extended periods of 
time?

Consider – is it ‘sensory’ or is it play?  If so, what stage of play 
could this be? 

How can you expand this play to support development? 



Quality Play Time – Advice for Caregivers 

•Set aside 5-10 minutes of one-on-one time with your child.

•Keep the room quiet by turning off the TV and radio or take the 

child to a quiet room in the nursery. 

•Let your child choose the activity (shaking objects) and join in 

their play.

•Focus your full attention on your child, avoiding distractions.

•The play itself is more important than talking.

•Quality play time strengthens the caregiver-child relationship.

•It provides attention without being dependent on language 

skills.

•Ensure you have a distraction-free environment for this 

focused time. 

•Consider including a playmate. 



In doing so… you are meeting 
key developmental principles: 

1.Building Upwards: Meeting each child at their current 
developmental level.

2.Using Play: Using play and playfulness as a primary 
means to engage and teach. 

3.Following cues: Providing sensitive interactions by 
following the child’s lead.

The relationship you build with the child is essential for 
their development. 



Summary 

• Play is essential for early childhood development. This 
is backed by research. 

• There are four main stages of play: sensorimotor, 
relational, object and imaginative play. 

• Consider setting up the ‘just-right’ play environment, 
then work with a child to expand play sequences. 

• Interactions should be spontaneous, joyful, child-led 
and relationship based. 

• Take home message: all types of play are 
meaningful and purposeful for that child. 



Signposting

Barnet Children’s Integrated Therapies

https://www.whittington.nhs.uk/default.asp?c=43495


Universal Trainings 



More About Play 



Contact Details - 

whh-tr.barnetcit@nhs.net

020 3316 8900
Book a 30-minute drop-in session 
with an OT. No referral required. 

Shoshana Brownson
shoshana.brownson@nhs.net 

Thank you

mailto:whh-tr.barnetcit@nhs.net
mailto:shoshana.brownson@nhs.net
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