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Play Development Checklist
This checklist supports the observation and assessment of a child’s play, offering insight into their communication, social interaction, and cognitive development. Based on established research, it helps identify the child’s current play stage and how they respond to support. It can be used flexibly across settings to inform planning and intervention in a play-based, child-led approach.
	Assessment name
	What is it?
	How it works
	What it can tell you

	Play Development Checklist

	The play stages in this checklist are adapted from:
· Social interaction in Play: Based on the work of Mildred Parten (1932), who identified key stages of social interaction in play, ranging from unoccupied behavior to cooperative play.
· Object Use in Play: Adapted from Casby (2003), who outlined developmental stages of object use in play, including exploratory, relational, functional, and symbolic play.

	This play assessment is designed to observe and support a child’s play development in a natural, engaging way. It involves structured interaction with a variety of toy sets that reflect everyday routines and imaginative scenarios.

1. Prepare Toy Sets
Include a range of toys that support different types of play:
· Construction: Blocks, stacking cups, rings
· Pretend Eating: Plates, cups, utensils, teapot
· Pretend Sleeping: Blankets, pillows, bottles
· Self-Care: Brushes, mirrors, soap
· Imaginative Play: Dolls, animals, paper for substitution

2.  Observe and Support
For each toy set:
· Watch what the child does independently
· Model more advanced play actions without giving instructions
· Encourage the child to try new play behaviours with gentle prompts
· Rotate to the next toy set as time allows

	This assessment provides valuable insights into a child’s:
· Developmental Play Stage
Identifies whether the child is engaging in exploratory, relational, functional, or symbolic play.
· Social Engagement
Observes how the child interacts with adults and peers—whether they play alone, alongside others, or collaboratively.
· Communication Skills
Reveals how the child uses gestures, sounds, or words during play to express needs, share ideas, or respond to others.
· Imitation and Learning Potential
Shows how the child responds to adult modelling and whether they can build on their current play skills with support.
· Planning Next Steps  Use the information gathered to plan targeted support-such as modelling higher lever play, introducing new materials, or embedding communication goals into play routines.  
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	1. Social Play


	Stages of Play
	Key Features
	Example Behaviours
	Observational Notes

	Passive Awareness (Unoccupied)
	Child watches surroundings with minimal engagement





	Glances at people, tracks movement, listens to sounds
	

	Independent Play (Solitary)
	Engages in play alone, focused on own activity



	Plays with toys without noticing others





	

	Spectator Play (Onlooker)
	Observes others playing, may comment or show interest

	Watches peers, claps, asks questions
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	Side-by-Side Play (Parallel Play)
	Plays near others using similar materials, no interaction



	Builds next to another child without sharing or talking
	

	Interactive Play (Associative)
	Shares materials and space, but no shared goal





	Exchanges toys, imitates others, talks during play
	

	Cooperative Play
	Collaborates with others toward a shared idea or goal
	Role-playing, building together, assigning tasks






	











	2. Object use in Play


	Types of Play
	Description
	Examples
	Naturally Occurring Observed Behaviour


	Sensory Exploration
(Exploratory Play)





	Investigates objects using senses
	Banging, mouthing, shaking, squeezing
	

	Combining Objects
(Relational Play)




	Uses two or more items together
	Stacking, nesting, sorting, filling containers
	

	Purposeful Use
(Functional Play)




	Uses items in expected ways
	Feeding a doll, brushing hair, using a spoon
	

	Pretend Play (Symbolic Play)






	Uses imagination and symbolic thinking
	Pretending a block is a phone, acting out routines
	





	3. Summary, Interpretation and Planning


	Dominant Type of Play 

	Dominant Stage of Play
	Play Progression Potential

	Communication Opportunities in Play


	Identify the most frequently observed type of play during the session.


	Based on observations, identify the most consistent stage(s) of play the child demonstrated.
	Which types of play did the child demonstrate with support (modelling, prompting, imitation)?
· ☐ Emerging skills observed with adult modelling
· ☐ Responds well to peer play cues
· ☐ Needs support to sustain symbolic or cooperative play
· ☐ Demonstrates readiness for more complex play sequences

	How does the child use play to communicate?
· ☐ Uses gestures or vocalisations to initiate play
· ☐ Labels or comments on play actions
· ☐ Uses play to express needs, ideas, or emotions
· ☐ Engages in shared attention or turn-taking


	








	
	
	



Planning Next Steps
Based on the child’s current play and communication profile, consider the following:
· Introduce toys that support the next stage of play development
· Model and narrate higher-level play actions
· Embed communication goals into play routines
· Facilitate peer interaction through supported group play
· Use familiar routines to encourage symbolic or imaginative play
	4. . Supporting Progression to the Next Stage



	Social Play


	Current stage

	To Support Progression, Try…

	Passive Awareness
(Unoccupied)



	Offer sensory-rich toys; sit nearby and narrate play; use music or movement

	Independent Play
(Solitary)


	Play alongside with similar toys; mirror actions; introduce turn-taking games

	Spectator Play
(Onlooker)
	Invite comments on your play; ask simple questions;  encouraging the child to show positive social responses—like clapping, smiling, or saying “well done!”—when watching another child play or succeed at something. 

	Side-by-Side Play 
(Parallel Play)
	Provide matching toys; model shared space; use phrases like 'You’re both building!'

	Interactive Play
(Associative Play)
	Encourage sharing; model cooperative language; set up small group play

	Cooperative Play
	Helping children take on and understand different roles within a shared play scenario. This is a key feature of more advanced, collaborative play where children work together toward a common goal or storyline.
For example:
In a pretend “restaurant” game:
· One child might be the chef
· Another the waiter
· Another the customer
To support this, you might:
· Suggest roles: “Who wants to be the shopkeeper?”
· Offer props that hint at roles (e.g., a phone for a receptionist, a stethoscope for a doctor)
· Narrate or model role-taking: “I’m the bus driver—who wants to be a passenger?”
This helps children:
· Understand social roles
· Practice turn-taking and cooperation
· Use language in context
· Extend their imaginative play

Helping children think ahead and organise their play. It’s a key skill in cooperative and symbolic play, where children begin to plan roles, actions, or storylines together.
Examples of how to encourage planning:
· Ask open-ended questions:
“What should we build today?” or “Who will do what in our game?”
· Use visual supports or props to help structure ideas (e.g., a menu for a pretend café)
· Encourage children to talk through their ideas before starting:
“Let’s decide what happens first, then next.”
Helping children add more steps or complexity to their play. It supports longer attention spans, richer language use, and deeper imaginative thinking.
Examples of how to extend play sequences:
· Add new elements to the scenario:
“Now the baby needs a bath after dinner!”
· Introduce a problem to solve:
“Oh no, the shop is out of food—what should we do?”
· Encourage linking routines:
“First we cook, then we eat, then we clean up.”





	4. . Supporting Progression to the Next Stage



	Object Play

	
Current stage

	
To Support Progression, Try…

	Sensory Exploration
(Exploratory)

	Offer varied textures and sounds; model simple actions like stacking; use cause-and-effect toys

	Combining Objects
(Relational)

	Introduce toys that fit together; model combining objects; encourage sorting or grouping


	Purposeful Use
(Functional)

	Provide toys with clear functions; model everyday routines; use real-life objects in play

	Pretend Play 
(Symbolic Play)
	Introduce role-play sets; model pretend actions; encourage storytelling or routines















This checklist is informed by developmental research on play, including Parten’s (1932) stages of social play and Casby’s (2003) framework for object play development.
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