
Play and Engagement
THE KEY TO A CHILD’S SOCIAL AND COMMUNICATION DEVELOPMENT



Types of Play

u Exploratory play
u Cause and effect play
u Functional play
u Constructive play
u Physical play
u Symbolic play
u Games with rules
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Exploratory Play

u Children begin by exploring toys rather than actually playing with them. 
This can include touching and mouthing toys as well as looking at them. 

u Support this stage by modeling and encouraging children to explore 
objects in their environment such as splashing water in the bathtub or 
rubbing a teddy bear.

Helping Hands ABA 2021



Cause and effect

u This is when children play with a toy that needs an action to produce a 
desired result, such as pushing a button to hear music or shaking a rattle to 
make a sound

u You can support this stage by showing the child how to perform the action 
and using praise to encourage them to repeat it. This is also a good 
opportunity to teach the child to ask for help (with eye contact, gestures 
or sounds/words) and to take turns with the adult.
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Functional Play

u This stage is initially characterized by repetitive physical actions and 
manipulations of objects. During this stage children learn how to play with 
toys as they were designed, such as pushing a car or rolling a ball

u Support this stage of play by being face-to-face with the child and 
modeling simple actions

u Observe the child and copy what they are doing, rather than trying to 
guide them, and then add on to the activity

u Gently prompt actions as needed, but only if the child appears engaged 
with the activity
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Constructive Play

u During this stage children engage with planning, exploration and 
discovery. For example building a tower or putting pieces in a puzzle

u Modeling for the child what to do with these materials may be helpful 
here. Using motivating materials that the child shows interest in will help 
(e.g. if the child loves cars, use a car puzzle or wooden car stacker) and 
praise constructive behaviors
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Physical Play

u This type of play includes rough and tumble play, climbing, running, 
jumping or any other whole-body exercise

u There are many opportunities for engagement during physical play. For 
example, running together and playing go/stop, imitating each other’s 
actions, playing hide and seek and peek-a-boo on the playground. 
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Symbolic Play
u This type of play happens in stages but always involves the child doing some kind of 

pretending.

u Child pretends with themself and a realistic object, such as pretending to eat a toy cookie

u Child pretends a teddy bear is eating a cookie

u Child creates a cookie out of play-doh

u Child exhibits roll playing such as pretending to be a baker baking cookies

Support this type of play by modeling and 
encouraging imitation through use of animated 
expressions and language. It is also important to always 
use objects/toys that are most motivating for the child

Helping Hands ABA 2021



Games with rules

u At this level, the play activity has imposed rules that must be followed by 
the players. This includes sports, board games and electronic games. 

u This type of play gives children the opportunity to develop self-regulation. 
Children may need support curbing their own desires in order to follow the 
rules of the game.

u Children also have the opportunity to practice negotiating and 
cooperation.
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Stages of Social Play 
(Mildred Parten)

u Unoccupied Play- babies discover how their body moves

u Solitary Play- during this stage the child plays alone

u Spectator behavior- the child observes other kids, may interact socially but does not join 
play

u Parallel Play (usually 2+years of age)- the child plays separately but close to others, 
observes and may imitate

u Associative Play (3-4 years)- children interacts with others, begins to share, engage and 
show interest but still not necessarily a lot of interaction

u Cooperative Play- children work together toward a common goal
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Zone of Proximal 
Development

Lower level- level at which the child plays independently

Zone of Proximal Development- this is where 
the adult should aim to play, just slightly above 

the lower level. From here the adult can 
scaffold the child’s skills

Higher level- level at which child plays with direct or indirect assistance
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The Power of Imitation

u Observe what the child is doing. Imitation can be an important first step to 
establish an interaction. Imitation will usually result in the child noticing the 
adult’s actions and then the adult can introduce a new but related idea. 
Make sure to have your own toy (car, ball, etc) so you can do what the 
child is doing. When you expand on what the child is doing, you are in the 
zone of proximal development. 

u Studies show that imitating a child’s actions in play results in longer
interactions, while commanding or controlling a child’s play results in 
shorter interactions.
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Choosing 
toys/activities

u Follow the child’s lead, choose toys that are of interest to the child

u Consider toys that require an adult such as bubbles, wind-up toys or 
balloons. This will facilitate interaction and gives opportunities for the child 
to request

u Consider “people play”, or social routines, such as peek-a-boo, chase, 
etc.
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Joint Attention

u A child responds to joint attention when they respond to what you are 
focusing on

u A child uses joint attention as well when he point at an object of interest 
and then looks back at you

u When a child looks at you to check that you are watching them
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Engagement

u Play face to face with the child

u Observe the child and look for smiles and eye contact

u Initiation shows that the child’s interest is building

u Reinforce all forms of communication

u Keep activities short and successful

u BE FUN and HAVE FUN!
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