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What is play
for babies? &

Play is vital in supporting all children’s learning and development. But what does play look
like for our youngest children?

Babies’ play supports their cognitive, physical and emotional development, laying strong
foundations for all future learning. Through play, babies engage with people, and it helps
them to begin to understand more about the world around them as well as develop their
self-confidence and independence

Serve and return

For babies and young children all their learning happens through play. An important part of
young children’s play is the positive interactions with adults, which can best be expressed as
‘serve and return’.

A baby reaches out for connection, or ‘serves’, with a gesture, babble, coo or smile, and the
adult ‘returns’ this by responding. They will smile back or copy the sound or gesture. This can
also be initiated by the adult, but whoever starts the interaction, the key is how you respond to



the baby. For the youngest children in your care, you will observe lots of serve and return

interactions.

Language learners

Through play, babies begin to understand that they can communicate and that the sounds and
noises that they make have a purpose. Babies are born with a desire to interact with others, so
consider opportunities to engage in playful communication interactions in your setting.

Do you notice that when you talk to babies that your voice naturally slows and has a higher
pitch? This is called parentese and plays an important role in children’s language acquisition.
When we use parentese we exaggerate our facial expressions, the length of words and have a

sing song tone to our voice.

Babies love to hear this and it means you can provide playful opportunities to engage with
babies just by using words and sounds. Nursery rhymes provide a natural opportunity for us to
support this, as their exaggerated rhythm increases children’s opportunities to learn through

words.

Remember that face-to-face interactions are best, where a baby can see your whole face. You
can copy the sounds that they make, the coos and babbles. You can also notice what children
are interested in and provide opportunities to introduce new words to babies by following their

interests in their play.

Playing simple games like peek a boo
provides back and forth interactions (serve
and return) which is important for early
language development, as well as offering
playful opportunities to engage with young
children.

Everyday routines are another great way to
introduce playfulness, nappy changing time
for example is the perfect opportunity for
face-to-face interaction and to sing songs
and rhymes.
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Learning through senses

Young babies’ primary mode of taking in information is via their senses. Research has shown
that involving babies in sensory experiences from birth helps to boost their brain structure,
creating a strong foundation for future learning. Babies’ first toys are their own bodies, and as
they grow, they learn how they can use their bodies to explore the world around them.

Play provides natural opportunities for babies to use their senses to explore the world.
Consider how you can develop your space to stimulate babies’ senses through first hand
experiences.

In your setting, consider what the world looks like
from a baby’s perspective. This will look different for
different stages of development — a baby that is not
yet mobile will see it differently than a baby who is
crawling.

How do you ensure that the environment is enabling
play and learning? Spend time at their level on the
floor and consider the play opportunities from their
perspective. You could provide different textured
materials for babies to reach and grab, as well as
thinking about how you could use treasure baskets
and loose parts play.

Mirror play

Babies are drawn to faces and love to watch them intently, so mirrors are a great resource to
use to support this interest in their play. Mirror play can help them develop the skills to
recognise faces and start to track movements. They might try to interact with the baby ‘on the
other side’, or you can play with them by pulling funny faces in the mirror. Consider how you
provide mirrors for children to hold and explore as well as on the walls at child level for them
to see themselves. In this case, remember of course to ensure the mirrors have safety glass
and are securely attached to the wall.



Physical play

Babies should be encouraged to be active
throughout the day, in a variety of ways, including
crawling. If they're not yet crawling, encourage them
to be physically active by reaching and grasping,
pulling and pushing, and moving their body during
daily routines and supervised floor play. Once babies
can move around, encourage them to be as active as
possible in a safe and supervised play environment.

Babies also like to move around different spaces.
Consider how you can provide safe spaces for young
children to move and explore both indoors and
outdoors.

Risky play

We all face risk and challenges throughout our lives. By providing opportunities for children to
explore the world around them, this can help them start to understand what the risks may be.
Help them balance the risks by letting play follow their interests, and encourage them to
become immersed in the environment.

Risky play for babies provides them with opportunities to problem solve and be in control of
their own play and learning as they begin to understand the world around them. For our
youngest children many of the risks that they take in their play don’t involve a high risk of
injury, but does provide excitement. For example, this could be a toddler or crawler navigating
a step into the building or climbing up and down a ramp outdoors. Think about your outdoors
space and the play opportunities this can provide for our youngest children. Maybe there are
spaces to push toys along, lay on the grass, crawl across an uneven surface? The playful risk-
taking opportunities are many!



