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helping children learn from their play1



What is play?
When was the last time you thought about what play is? 
Was it during your studies? Was it yesterday when you were 
watching the children you provide education and care to, 
digging in the sandpit? 

As an educator, you know how to respond to play, join in play, 
and how to create environments for children to play in. 

But what actually is play? 
Our learning frameworks – the Early Years Learning 
Framework (EYLF) and the Framework for School Aged Care, 
My Time Our Place tell us that “play provides opportunities 
for children to learn, as they discover, create, improvise 
and imagine”. 

So many academics and theorists have defined what play is 
over the years and each have their own rich definitions.

Many have identified some common elements of play. Play is 
almost always: 

◗◗ Child directed. In play, children choose how they want to 
play and who they want to play with.

◗◗ Intrinsically motivated (done by a child for no other reason 
than enjoyment). Children want to play. They use play as a 
way to understand the world.

◗◗ Immersing (totally engaging). Great play is when children 
become really caught up in it. Remember how frustrating it 
was when your parents called you away from your play when 
you were a child?
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◗◗ Fun. If it isn’t fun, it’s not play. Fun is the reason children 
keep playing and the reason why children learn things while 
playing. When a child (or an adult, for that matter!) has fun, 
time flies and everything is so much more joyous. 

We often say that what we do in Family Day Care is play-
based learning. The EYLF and MTOP define that as “a context 
for learning through which children organise and make sense 
of their social worlds, as they engage actively with people, 
objects and representations”.

Why play?
Did you know that children’s right to play is so important 
that it has been recognised by the United Nations? The 
Convention on the Rights of the Child says that children must 
have the right “to engage in play and recreational activities 
appropriate to the age of the child”.

Through play,  
children work out how 
the world works. They 

learn about their  
own world, and  

other worlds.
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It is not EITHER play 
OR learning: It is 
always play AND 

learning.

Children play from the moment they enter your house. 

Angela, an experienced Family Day Care 
educator, has set up a block play area outside 
and, on this day, she has added a range of toy 
animals. Armin picks up a giraffe and says 
“let's make a zoo”. Leyla says “if the zoo has a 
giraffe, it needs to be really tall and really long 
so it has somewhere to sleep”. Armin grabs the 
longest blocks he can find. Think about the play 
scenarios you have set up recently. What did the 
children learn from these?
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Think about these common skills we want children to learn 
in Family Day Care. Then think about how they learn them 
through play:

◗◗ Cognitive skills —like choosing how much water to add to 
the dirt to make it the right consistency to be able to cut with 
the cookie cutters.

◗◗ Language skills — like learning the words they need for 
playing in a sandpit – pour, water, shovel, rake, sandcastle.

◗◗ Physical skills — like how to stretch and climb to get the 
right leaves and how to pick up objects and use the cutters.

◗◗ Literacy skills — like writing a menu in a pretend cafe.

◗◗ Social skills — like learning to play with other children.

◗◗ Emotional skills — like how to take turns in waiting for 
the monkey bars, or learning how to be empathetic when 
another child runs and falls.
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Types of play in FDC
Four-year-old Kylie and Jack race over to where 
Mai Li, their educator, is near the wooden 
blocks. “Let’s build a garage,” Jack suggests. As 
they build, Mai Li asks: “Is the door wide enough 
to get the cars in?” Kylie goes and picks up one 
of the plastic cars from the other side of the 
room, so they can check. 
Later in the day, Kylie and four-year-old Jess are 
setting up a café. They insist Mai Lai comes to 
their café. As she sits down at the table and chair 
they point her to, she asks them where the menu 
is. Kylie gets a piece of paper and ‘writes’ up a 
menu. Mail Li orders a cappuccino and the girls 
carefully bring over a cup and a saucer filled 
with green water. 

The first type of play, which can be seen in almost any Family 
Day Care service, is construction play. Given resources, 
children always will. The second scenario is dramatic play. 
By imitating scenes from their life, children learn about their 
world. It is also imaginative play because they are imagining 
that part of Mai Li’s loungeroom is a café. 
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There are so many different types of play that happen every 
day in Family Day Care. The Educator’s Guide to the Early Years 
Learning Framework lists the types of play as:

Think of examples in your 
Family Day Care today 

where your children 
initiated play, where you 

guided their play and 
where you led the play. 

If Mai-Li had invited the children to build a garage, the play 
would have been educator-led play. 

It is important in Family Day Care that we allow children 
free play and guided play. No child wants an adult to always 
intervene in their play – often, the most important thing an 
educator can do is observe children playing, creating their 
own rules and directing their own plots. 

But we always need to be aware of ensuring children are 
given the props (equipment and resources) they need to be 
able to create play worlds.

◗◗ Construction 

◗◗ Rough and tumble

◗◗ Sensory play

◗◗ Symbolic

◗◗ Physical

◗◗ Manipulative

◗◗ Solitary

◗◗ Cooperative

◗◗ Creative

◗◗ Language play

◗◗ Explorative

◗◗ Virtual play

◗◗ Small world play

◗◗ Dramatic play

◗◗ Games with rules

Play in Family Day Care can also be categorised by the role 
of the educator in the play. In the examples here – the blocks 
and the café – both are guided play where the children direct 
the play but the educator scaffolds the play so that children 
are learning about size and measurement (in the block play in 
the sandpit), and literacy (in the café play). In both scenarios, 
the play started off as child-initiated play. 
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The role of an FDC educator in children’s play
◗◗ Seek information from families and colleagues to better 

understand children and plan for their learning 

◗◗ Create inviting play areas with open-ended materials 

◗◗ Create an unhurried environment where children have time 
to explore and extend their investigations 

◗◗ Seek out resources and information that will extend 
children’s interests and learning 

◗◗ Provide modelling and instruction when required 

◗◗ Offer suggestions and encourage children to learn from each 
other 

◗◗ Modify play areas as children’s interest change 

◗◗ Be an active learner”

Sounds like a lot for an educator to do, doesn’t it? 

As an educator do you:

◗◗ Construct opportunities for children to play?

◗◗ Provide materials for play? 

Family Day Care educators can take a range of roles in 
children’s play. You can set up play scenarios. You can facilitate 
play. You can watch and document play. You can support 
children’s participation, especially of younger children or when 
there is a dominant child in your group. You can direct the play 
or you can join in the play.

What role are you most comfortable in? Do you always play 
some roles and rarely play others? What do you believe about 
play and its role in learning and why do you believe that?

The Educator’s Guide to the EYLF tells us that: “Effective play 
based learning requires adults to have a strong image of 
the child and view them as capable, competent and co-
constructors of the learning environment.” 

It also tells us that :

“The role of the adult in the play based program is to; 

◗◗ Interact with and observe children to gain insights into their 
interests, skills and knowledge 

◗◗ Be responsive to children’s cues and the way they use the 
environment and materials 
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◗◗ Support children to play?

◗◗ Model play? 

◗◗ Initiate play?

◗◗ Generate play? 

◗◗ Join in play?

◗◗ Make sure your environment invites play? 

◗◗ Challenge play that is unfair?

Do you:

◗◗ Allow time for play? Children need uninterrupted blocks of 
time for play to develop and deepen.

◗◗ Organise your environment so that it invites play? Provide 
new materials to provoke children to play differently?

◗◗ Assist every child to be engaged in play how and where and 
with who they want to?

◗◗ Ask questions when children are playing to extend and 
challenge their thinking? Questions such as what would 
happen if…? Or I wonder if…? Or Why do you think…?

“Through play children 
explore their environment, 
they can make connections 

with their peers and 
their educator. Hands on 

experiences allow them to 
hypothesise, question, and 
explore cause and effect.”

Denise McKenzie, Coordinator and 
Educational Leader – Gunnedah FDC 

And as an educator can you answer the question: ”Why play? 
“Can you explain to anyone who asks why we say that Family 
Day Care is play-based learning? Can you explain what play is 
and can you assess the quality of play (and what children are 
learning from their play) in your Family Day Care service? What 
the EYLF is really telling us is that educators must plan to ensure 
children learn through play and must plan to extend children’s 
learning.
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Outdoor play
In Family Day Care, being outdoors, whether it be in a 
backyard, a local park, a playing field, a paddock or forest, 
gives children special places to play. The play that happens 
outdoors is different to indoor play. It enables children 
a chance to learn different things, in different ways. The 
Early Years Learning Framework describes the outdoors as 
inviting “open-ended interactions, spontaneity, risk-taking, 
exploration, discovery and connection with nature”.

When thinking about creating outdoor spaces for children in 
your home, or about the open spaces you can take them to in 
the community, think about the learning that can happen by:

◗◗ Moving their bodies (running, jumping, catching, throwing, 
balancing)

◗◗ Taking risks (climbing, reaching, interacting with the 
environment) 

◗◗ Mastering physical challenges (“I was too scared to use the 
monkey bars, but now I can”)
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Think also about the learning that can happen about the 
world the children live in such as:

◗◗ The growth of trees and plants

◗◗ Changing sun patterns throughout the seasons

◗◗ Reflections in puddles

◗◗ Insects, birds and other wildlife

◗◗ The impact of fire

Changing it up
Do you give as much attention to changing your outdoor 
space around, setting up learning environments in your 
outdoor space as you do in your indoor spaces? Children 
learn more when things are new and different. The same 
outdoor play space day after day does not encourage 
learning. What can you add or subtract so that your backyard 
remains challenging for children?

The educator’s role
Some educators are in their element teaching children 
outdoors. But it can be easy to reduce your role outdoors to 
that of a safety warden, watching children engaging in play 
and making sure they don’t get hurt. How can you continue 
to teach in outdoor settings? 

Mixed-age outdoor play
Most Family Day Care educators are very experienced at 
intervening in mixed-age play so it is safe for all. But are you 
always aware of ensuring that the older children in your 
group are still learning through mixed-age play? What special 
tasks can you set them within the group? Are you ensuring 
that the youngest babies or children in the group are not 
always playing alone? 
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Play environments and 
play equipment

Zak and Jody race to the door of their educator’s 
house. They know that Angelina has something 
new for them to play with every day. One day 
when they go into the playroom, there are 
coloured footsteps not much bigger than their 
own all over the room. Zak starts at the one 
nearest the door and, putting his own feet on 
each one, he follows the path. It doesn’t take long 
for Jody to work out what he is doing and follow 
him. Where will the footsteps take them? What 
will they find when they follow the footsteps? 

Every Family Day Care educator knows that children can and 
do play in any and every environment regardless if there are 
any props, toys or anything. Take children to a section of a 
park with nothing more than two small stones and they will 
invent a game with those stones. 

But every educator also spends a lot of time making sure 
they create great environments for children. 

Children can mostly only pretend role-play if there has been 
indirect adult participation – like when an educator has 
chosen and displayed materials to support children’s play.
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Most educators have the basic play equipment and are great 
at setting up environments for children to play in, but it is 
always worth checking if you can improve something. Do you 
have the areas for children to undertake: 

◗◗ Sensory play (sand, water, mud)

◗◗ Dramatic play (dress-ups, a home corner, dolls)

◗◗ Water play

◗◗ Sand and dirt play

◗◗ Physically active play (obstacle course, climbing, running, 
jumping)

◗◗ Manipulative play

◗◗ Block play?

What about areas where they can play with:

◗◗ Books and stories

◗◗ Music

◗◗ Art – drawing, painting, collage, sculpture, finger painting

◗◗ Cooking and food preparation

◗◗ Movement and dance

◗◗ Construction? 

Children do not need elaborate toys to play with. Research 
has repeatedly shown that open-ended materials (raw 
materials) make the best play things. Things like stones, and 
twigs – feathers, leaves, sticks, shells, boxes and rope – can 
become the resources for children’s play. When an educator 
uses their imagination like in the footsteps story, they can 
spark joy in children, and invite play. 
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The Learning 
Frameworks and Play
We often talk about play-based learning in Family Day Care. 
This is because play is the main way that children learn in 
education and care services in Australia and is an important 
part of children’s leisure as they get older.

Did you know that the word ‘play’ appears in the Early Years 
Learning Framework and the Framework for School Aged 
Learning (My Time, Our Place) over 70 times? 

The Early Years Learning Framework  and My Time, Our Place 
tell us that: 

“Play is a context for learning that: 

◗◗ allows for the expression of personality and uniqueness 

◗◗ enhances dispositions such as curiosity and creativity 

◗◗ enables children to make connections between prior 
experiences and new learning 

◗◗ assists children to develop relationships and concepts 

◗◗ stimulates a sense of wellbeing.”
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It also tells us that:

“Play and leisure activities provide opportunities for children 
to learn as they discover, create, improvise and imagine. 
When children play with other children they create social 
groups, test out ideas, challenge each other’s thinking 
and build new understandings. Play provides a supportive 
environment where children can ask questions, solve 
problems and engage in critical thinking. Play can expand 
children’s thinking and enhance their desire to know and to 
learn. In these ways, play can promote positive dispositions 
towards learning. Children’s immersion in their play illustrates 
how play enables them to simply enjoy being. 

Educators actively support the inclusion of all children in play 
and leisure activities. They also help children to recognise 
when play is unfair and offer constructive ways to build a 
caring, fair and inclusive community.”

Play and the Outcomes
How do you think play helps children meet the outcomes of 
the learning frameworks?

Here are some ideas:

1. Children communicate a lot when they play – Outcome 5 
Children are effective communicators

2. Children use play to solve problems – Outcome 4 Children 
are confident and involved learners 

3. Children love physical play and it helps them be strong – 
Outcome 3 Children have a strong sense of wellbeing
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We need to explain 
that play is powerful. 

And that the best 
learning happens 

through play.

Talking to parents 
about play
Sometimes, parents don’t understand what we mean when 
we say that we practice ‘play-based learning’. Sometimes, 
especially when children are nearing school age, parents can 
worry that their child is playing too much, at the expense of 
learning. 

What can we say to them? What can we show them? (See next 
page and page 9 for ideas.)
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1. Children learn through playing

We need to talk and show how play helps children learn and 
develop:

◗◗ Physical abilities – children learn fine motor skills through 
playing with blocks and gross motor skills by playing on 
monkey bars

◗◗ Social skills – by playing in a pretend café, by learning about 
turn taking

◗◗ Cognitive skills – like how to solve maths and science 
problems in their play

◗◗ Literacy – like drawing up a menu or learning new words to 
describe what they are making

2. Play and learning happen together

Play and learning can’t be separated for children. Children 
learn through play. Play is how they learn about the world. 

3. Play is a child’s setting for learning

Children practice and embed their learning during play. Show 
families the learning that takes place in some of the play they 
do. For example, by playing in a sandpit, children learn about 
weight and measurement, social skills and the properties of 
objects. Every sort of play in Family Day Care provides rich 
learning opportunities. 

4. Play is healthy

Play helps children grow strong. Children need to run around 
and use their energy. 

5.  Play helps children manage their 
emotions

The joyfulness of play helps children release anxiety and 
stress. 
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In an Anji Play  
program, the main thing 

a child does in the day 
is open-ended, self-

determined play and 
reflection on their play.

Anji Play 
Anji Play is a comprehensive approach to early learning 
developed over the last 18 years by Cheng Xueqin during 
her tenure as Director of Preprimary Education for Anji 
County, China

Anji Play is different from many other 
approaches to early education because it treats 
the child’s open-ended, self-determined “True 
Play”, as the primary experience of learning, 
development, and growth. Self-determined, 
“True Play” takes place when the child follows 
their own interest and intentions in play. 
This play takes place both indoors and 
outdoors, and is structured by materials, 
environments, routines, and teacher practices.

Anji Play is an approach that is frequently associated with 
its outdoor environments. Open-ended materials are made 
from natural materials, such as clay pots, ropes, ladders, 
barrels and tyres, and children “interact with these objects 
to create their own playground, governed by their own 

rules”. Children collaborate and develop social and motor 
skills in order to realise their own play intentions. They may 
build bridges with ladders and planks. They may construct 
environments out of bricks, wood and rope. 

Their educators observe this self-initiated play and film it 
using their phones.
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Children in Anji Play programs also reflect on 
their experiences daily by creating drawings 
of their play called “Play Stories”, and 
engaging in group discussions and reflections 
centered on photos and videos of their play 
called “Play Sharing”.

Educators observe, document, and appreciate play. They 
do not intervene and instruct. Educators trust the children 
to navigate conflict, take risks and play collaboratively. 

For more information go to: www.anjiplay.com. Here, you 
will find lots of information to help you learn more about 
Anji Play and how you could adopt some of the concepts to 
Family Day Care.

Left: Children in an Anji Play setting in China.
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Conceptual PlayWorlds
Have you heard about Conceptual PlayWorlds developed 
by Laureate Professor Marilyn Fleer at Monash University? 

A Conceptual PlayWorld is an evidence-based model of 
intentional teaching developed from her extensive research 
and experience of working with young children, educators 
and families. 

A Conceptual PlayWorld is an imaginary world that “enables 
educators to deliver play-based programs for young 
children where they get to experience and live through 
concepts that would otherwise be difficult to explain.” 

A Conceptual PlayWorld is essentially an imaginary scenario 
created by an educator. It can be inspired by a story you 
have read together or a fairy-tale. During the play, an 
educator introduces a challenge or a problem for children 
to solve. 

Through the PlayWorld, children are invited to go on 
journeys, meet and solve challenges, and learn STEM 
concepts (for example, science, technology, engineering 
and mathematics), all while playing.
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A Conceptual PlayWorld 
is essentially an imaginary 

scenario created by an 
educator, based on a story 

with a challenge related 
to that story the children 

must solve.

Marilyn Fleer has designed specific steps for educators to 
take to create a Conceptual PlayWorld. 

For more information about Conceptual PlayWorlds, go 
to www.monash.edu/conceptual-playworld. Here, you 
will find lots of information to help you learn more about 
Conceptual Playworlds and how to create these playwords 
in Family Day Care.
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Risky play increases 
physical activity, 

improves resilience, 
improves children’s 

self-esteem and  
self-confidence.

Risky Play
The concept of risky play is not that new but it not as 
embedded across Family Day Care as it is in other parts of 
the education and care sector, such as Out of School Hours 
Care services. 

Risky play is based on the belief that children are capable. 
That they can make their own decisions about what is 
safe for them, by themselves. Children, like all humans 
have strong survival instincts so won’t do things that will 
endanger themselves, but will, given the right environments 
and support, make good risk assessments for themselves. 
Risky play enables children to seek thrills and push their 
bodies, to overcome fears.

What sort of play fits into the category of risky play?

Play that involves: 

◗◗ Play at great heights (climbing, jumping, hanging from 
height, balancing over height)

◗◗ Play at high speed ( sliding, spinning, swinging, running, 
bike or scooter riding)

◗◗ Play with dangerous tools (real tools such as hammers, 
saws, knives, tools)

◗◗ Play near dangerous elements (water/fire)

◗◗ Rough and tumble play

◗◗ Play where there is a chance of getting lost (exploring on 
their own)
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Uncertain about how to let children engage in risky play 
when we have an absolute requirement to follow the 
regulations and ensure children’s safety?

The most important thing is that adults should never push 
children to take risks the children are uncertain about. Also 
important is for an educator to learn how to supervise and 
support risky play and to remove or limit hazards.

Learn more about risky play in FDC at:

◗◗ Exploring Risky Play

◗◗ Taking a Chance on Risky Play: Part 1 

◗◗ Taking a Chance on Risky Play: Part 2
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This booklet is part of the PD In Your Pocket 
professional development program.

This program is being conducted over nine months during 2021. 

This first topic – Play Based Learning in FDC: helping children learn from their 
play – has an accompanying webinar and video which can be viewed as videos or 
listened to as podcasts as well as further reading lists. 

There is also a Facebook Group where you can discuss play with other Family Day 
Care educators in NSW. 

For more information about PD In Your Pocket, go to: 

www.nswfdc.org.au/pdinyourpocket

This program has been funded through the NSW Department of Education’s Sector 
Development Program and produced by the NSW Family Day Care Association.
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“Play is the work of 
childhood.”

Jean Piaget

NSW Family Day Care Association
Email:  info@nswfdc.org.au
Ph:  (02) 9779 9999
Web:  www.nswfdc.org.au  
February 2021 This booklet has been funded through 

the NSW Department of Education’s 
Sector Development Program.


