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Play provides children with the opportunity to learn, experience, 

explore and interact with their environment. Play can be challenging 

for children with ASD due to concerns around communication, 

physical development and social interaction. Children with ASD 

may be less responsive to interaction during play and may avoid 

interactions with caregivers and peers. In turn, they can miss out on 

opportunities to learn about and understand the world around them.

PlayConnect Handbook – Supporting Play for Learning is a resource 

for families of children with ASD. This handbook provides information 

and strategies for you to promote and assist your children with their 

engagement and learning through play. Play is the best vehicle for 

social and developmental learning.

PlayConnect playgroups are supported playgroups 

for children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), 

developmental delays or behavioural concerns. 

PlayConnect provides:

• • safe, supported play-based learning and peer engagement 

opportunities for children.

• • a space for parents, siblings and caregivers to connect with other 

families.

• • access to information, resources and links to services in your 

community.
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Supporting Play 
for Learning
Quality play experiences can provide 
motivational opportunities for children with 
autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and support 
the development of their cognitive, social-
emotional, communication and physical skills. 
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Children with ASD are often at risk of missing out on the learning 

experiences that come with play. They tend to be less responsive to 

interaction during play, and they may try to avoid interactions with 

caregivers and peers. It can also be difficult for a caregiver to find a 

way into their child’s interests in order to engage with them. These 

factors can impact the number of opportunities children with ASD 

have to learn through play. However, the benefits of overcoming these 

barriers are rich.

Play allows learning to occur in a contextual 

and relevant environment. It offers children 

opportunities to develop sound foundational skills 

for learning, such as exploring, experimenting, 

persevering and collaborating. 
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Challenges for 
Children with 
Autism Spectrum 
Disorder
For parents of children with ASD, there can be various barriers that 

may make engaging in play challenging.  

 

These challenges may include:

• • a lack of joint attention and disinterest in interacting with others.

• • a tendency to engage in repetitive or ‘learnt’ play.

• • echolalic language (copying others’ words and phrases and maybe 

using them out of context).

• • difficulties in motor planning.

• • difficulties in expressive and receptive communication.

• • difficulty imitating others.

• • difficulty understanding emotion and relating to others. 

• • difficulty understanding facial expressions and gestures.

• • restrictive interests that can limit play.

• • difficulty initiating and sustaining play.
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Quality Play
While play in any form will benefit your child, 
there are certain aspects of quality play that 
make it more meaningful. 
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Children are more motivated when they can control the direction 

of their play. Play can be planned out, but quality play has space to 

evolve and be led by the child’s ideas.  

During quality play, your child will be actively involved and engaged. 

Even if you have thought out the most interesting and educationally 

rich play, there will be little benefit if your child is not interested.  

When children are engaged in play activities, they are generally not 

working toward an outcome. The value is in the process. The key is 

for you to share in a positive, quality interaction with your child. When 

this occurs, you’ll find there are many incidental opportunities for your 

child to develop.

Quality play:

• • is enjoyable and motivating. 

• • usually involves building on something your child is already 

interested in.

• • is flexible and spontaneous. 

• • focusses more on process than product.

• • isn’t necessarily goal orientated.
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General Skills 
Learnt in Play
No matter what form play takes, children will 
learn foundational skills for further quality 
interactions and opportunities for learning. 
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Joint attention refers to a shared focus between two people 

and an object or another person. Joint attention is an important 

developmental step as it provides learning opportunities as you 

engage with your child and educate them about the world around 

them. 

During play, your child will begin to express what they want to play 

with and how. For example, they may communicate that they want to 

keep playing with a toy by crying when it is taken away, or they may 

gesture or point to the toy they want to play with. You can motivate 

your child to express their needs by putting their favourite toy just out 

of reach or in a container they can’t open. Giving your child time to 

initiate communication, or if necessary, modelling how to do it, helps 

them understand that they can come to you for help and interaction.

Joint attention:

Expressing needs: 

Many interactions in play can involve modelling and encouraging the 

use of gestures and facial expressions. This could involve pointing to a 

button that makes a noise or showing a surprised face with a pop-up 

toy.

Basic turn-taking can be easily incorporated into play experiences. It 

can involve taking turns to push a button on a toy or rolling a ball to 

each other.

Imitation requires your child to pay attention to another person, 

including what they are doing. Engaging in a play experience that 

interests your child, allows you to add small changes to their play that 

they may then copy. Over time, this can increase the variety of their 

play, and therefore, their opportunities for learning.

Gestures and facial expressions: 

Turn-taking: 

Imitation: 
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Interacting 
During Play
For your child to be motivated to interact with 
you in play, it’s important to focus on things 
that interest them. 
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Don’t expect positive responses or any responses straight away. Many 

children with ASD don’t find social interactions rewarding, and this can 

reduce their opportunities for learning. With your support, they can 

learn to find play interactions positive and will need less support to 

seek them out. 

Give children plenty of time to respond during play. As adults, we 

sometimes expect responses too quickly and may intervene before a 

child has a chance to process everything. Give your child enough time 

to respond, but not so much that they disengage. This amount of time 

will vary from child to child. 

For play interactions with your child to be beneficial, it’s helpful to 

understand where your child is operating in terms of their social and 

cognitive play development.

For example, if your child likes spinning objects, 

start with those. You can then introduce turn-

taking or stop-and-go games. From there you can 

slowly introduce new types of toys to practise 

turn-taking and stop-and-go games with. Try not to 

introduce too many new things at once as this can 

be overwhelming for children with ASD.
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Stages of Social 
Play
Children with ASD can find social play (playing 
with others) challenging. Understanding the 
five stages of social play can help you tailor 
activities to your child. It can also support 
caregivers to manage their expectations around 
play and how to help their children progress to 
the next stage.
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Unoccupied Play
At this stage of social play, a child tends to wander in the environment 

without engaging with an object or person. They may stop and linger 

but tend not to interact with anything.  

 

Support your child with this stage by:

• • introducing toys that you think might motivate them, such as 

bubbles or cause-and-effect toys (e.g. battery-operated toys that 

make sound or light up when you push a button). 

• • ensuring you are at your child’s level and facing them during 

interactions.

• • sitting opposite them as you model the play.

• • letting your child take the lead, by imitating their play, and or 

taking short turns of the toy they are using.

• • praising any response to your interactions.

• • limiting your verbal interactions to key words only, introducing 

one toy at a time, and keeping the play space clutter-free, to avoid 

overloading them with too much sensory information.
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Look at your child, show them the bubble containers and say, 

“Bubbles?” Open the container and say, “Ready, set, go!” Blow the 

bubbles, as you say, “Bubbles!” As your child becomes more engaged 

in this activity, stop blowing the bubbles for a moment, and say, “More 

bubbles?” If your child responds (e.g. with eye contact or a nod) blow 

the bubbles, repeating, “More bubbles!” If your child doesn’t respond, 

wait for 5 to 10 seconds then blow more bubbles. You can encourage 

a response from your child by pointing to your mouth as you say 

the words, modelling the sign for more or pointing to the bubble 

container. 

Choose one of your child’s favourite toys. Sit facing your child. Look at 

them, then the toy. Then, name the toy. Place it between you and your 

child. Model playing with the toy, verbalising what you are doing. Pass 

the toy to your child and verbalise their actions. 

Practical Activities to Support and Build on this Level

Bubbles: 

Favourite Toy: 
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Solitary Play
Solitary play occurs when a child engages in activities but plays alone 

away from others. 

Support your child with this stage of play by:

• • increasing your child’s tolerance of having another person in their 

space by sitting near and imitating their play.

• • joining in at their level, playing on the ground or sitting next to 

them at the table.

• • identifying their favourite toys and playing with them, thereby 

encouraging your child to approach you in order to get their toy.

• • carefully attempting to join in with your child’s play, withdrawing a 

little if your child begins to get upset or anxious. 

• • supporting your child’s play by verbalising some of their actions 

and/or making sound effects.
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Sit facing your child and sing short and interactive action songs such 

as Incy, Wincy Spider or The Wheels on the Bus. If possible, use cut 

out pictures or objects from the songs to act out what happens. For 

example, for Incy Wincy Spider, hold the spider up higher and higher 

as he climbs the waterspout, then drop it when the spider gets washed 

out. After you have modelled this, pass the spider to your child as you 

sing the song.

Have a number of toy cars for your child to use. Working at your 

child’s level, push the cars around them, coming close then moving 

away making car noises such as brmm and beep beep If your child is 

comfortable with it, drive your car over their foot saying, “Over your 

foot. Brrmm, brrmm!” Pass the car to your child, then take a different 

car. If they start pushing the car, push your car close to theirs, 

occasionally coming close to crashing, then make brake noises and 

say, “Beep, beep!”

Practical Activities to Support and Build on this Level

Action Songs: 

Cars: 
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Parallel Play
Parallel play occurs when your child plays alongside others. They may 

occasionally look to see what others are doing or use the same toys as 

others but will not communicate with them or join in with their play.  

 

Support your child with this stage of play by:

• • providing activities that encourage interaction such as kicking/

rolling a ball to each other or singing songs that require 

interactions (e.g. Ring a Ring a Rosie).

• • introducing turn-taking with your child’s favourite activities (e.g. if 

your child enjoys puzzles, you could take turns to put in a puzzle 

piece).

• • organising playdates with a child who has similar interests.

• • attending playgroups.
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Show the blocks to your child and say, “I’m building a tower.” Model 

how to build a tower using 5 to 10 blocks. Pass them some blocks and 

say, “Let’s make it bigger!” Encourage your child to place the blocks 

on top of the tower. Say, “Knock it down! Ready, set, go!” Knock over 

the tower, letting your child push it over with you. Build and knock 

over more towers, repeating the phrases, “Let’s make it bigger!” 

and “Knock it down! Ready, set, go!” Support your child to respond 

within the game by passing them more blocks or gesturing a push. To 

encourage them not to knock over the tower until it is high enough, 

use the word, “Wait.”

During bathtime or using a tub of water, model how to pour out water 

from a container. Use words such as whoosh, splash or drip. Pour the 

water on their hands or if they’re in the bath over their back. Show 

your child 2 to 3 different containers. Ask, “Which one do you want?” 

Wait for your child to say or gesture to the one they want. If they 

don’t choose one, pass one to your child. Use your container to fill up 

your child’s container, stopping now and then to ask, “More water?” 

Continue playing in the water, filling the containers. Now and then, 

introduce two or more different containers, asking them to select 

which one they want.

Practical Activities to Support and Build on this Level

Wooden Blocks: 

Water Play: 
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Associative Play
During this stage of play, your child interacts with you and other 

children by asking questions, sharing toys or copying your actions or 

the actions of the children they’re playing alongside. At this stage, 

they lack the cooperative skills to work with others to develop their 

play together. 

Support your child with this stage of play by:

• • encouraging pretend play in an area your child has an interest 

in (e.g. if they like construction vehicles, pretend to be workers 

making a road. Pretend to dig holes with shovels and fill 

wheelbarrows up with dirt). Provide a starting point for the 

pretend play then encourage your child to develop the story.

• • introducing simple board games that involve turn-taking and 

simple rules (e.g. memory games or short games involving rolling a 

dice and moving counters around a board).

• • continuing playdates with friends, playgroups and other social 

activities.

Encourage your child to help you with daily activities around the 

house. Have them help prepare a lunch box for childcare or a picnic. 

They could help by washing an apple and putting it in the lunch box, 

filling their drink bottle up with water, spooning yoghurt into a small 

Practical Activities to Support and Build on this Level

Everyday Play:  
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Find a small, clear area in your yard or at a park. Make a goal at one 

end. You could make a goal using a laundry basket laid on its side, a 

hoop on the ground or pieces of wood for markers. Place the ball at 

the opposite side of the area. Explain to your child that you are going 

to work together to get the ball into the goal. Introduce the rules for 

the game, explaining that you can only touch the ball with your feet 

and that the ball needs to be passed to another person at least once. 

Play the game, cheering and giving high fives when the ball gets into 

the goal. Use words such as: 

“It’s fun when we both get a turn to kick the ball.”

“We worked together to get a goal!” 

“You remembered the rules and only used your feet! Good 

remembering.”

If your child forgets the rules, use a gentle prompt such as, “Kick with 

your feet.” Or, “Kick the ball to your teammates, so everyone gets 

a turn.” As your child becomes more confident with the game, you 

can make it more challenging by adding more players, increasing the 

number of times the ball needs to be passed to their teammates or 

adding obstacles to kick the ball around.

Cooperative Soccer: 

container or buttering a piece of bread. Be patient. There will be 

occasional spills as some of these skills need a bit of practice. Use 

words such as: 

“Good try.”

“The more we practise, the easier it gets.”

“I love the way you tried something new today.”

Allowing children to contribute to activities around the house 

encourages them to work cooperatively with you and supports their 

independence.
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Cooperative Play
During this stage, your child is beginning to engage with others to 

create sequences of play together. This involves communicating, 

turn-taking and negotiating. This can present many challenges for 

your child. Skills such as expressive communication, understanding 

instructions and sequences, interpreting emotions, empathy, turn-

taking and the ability to adapt to sudden changes are all part of 

engaging in positive play experiences with others. 

Support your child with this stage of play by:

• • helping them develop the language they need to initiate and 

maintain play interactions such as, “Can I play?” Or, “Can I have a 

turn?”

• • talking about and naming the various emotions they have during 

the day.

• • using social stories to give examples of how to play cooperatively, 

understand their friends’ feelings and resolve conflicts.

If your child attends childcare or school, talk to your child’s educator 

about the skills your child might need support with to help them 

develop their cooperative play.
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Choose some items from the pantry such as pieces of fruit, cans or 

cereal boxes to set up a little shop. Use an empty cereal box with 

numbers drawn on the top for a cash register. Use counters or cut out 

pieces of card for the money. Take turns with your child to act out the 

roles of the customer and the shopkeeper. Model appropriate words 

for each role, such as:

“How are you today?”

“Could you help me find the bananas please?”

“That comes to five dollars today, thank-you.” 

“Are you paying by card or cash today?”

When your child is more comfortable with the role play, introduce new 

stories such as giving them a shopping list (with drawings) of items 

they need to buy, but one of those items isn’t on the shelf so they will 

need to ask the shopkeeper for it. 

Play card games such as Go Fish or Snap (instructions for these games 

can be found on the internet if you need to clarify the rules). Games 

such as these build your child’s emotional resilience and help them to 

understand that they cannot always be the winner.

Practical Activities to Support and Build on this Level

Grocery Shop: 

Simple Card Games: 
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Stages of 
Cognitive Play
Children can acquire cognitive skills (i.e. 
concentration, attention, memory, knowledge, 
problem-solving ability, imagination and 
creativity) by playing with toys and common 
objects found around the house. The more 
they play, performing different actions and 
including toys/objects, the more experiences 
they have on which to build their understanding 
of the world. Helping young children with ASD 
improve their play skills leads to better play 
and language skills later on. Understanding and 
identifying your child’s play skills will help you 
support their development.

29 Copyright PlayConnect 2019



Functional Play
Functional play starts with exploring objects and then moves on 

to playing with toys/objects according to their intended purpose 

(relational play). The main purpose of this stage is for your child to 

learn about, classify and give meaning to different objects in their 

environment. Object play involves handling an object and exploring 

and manipulating it, sometimes using their hands as well as their 

mouth. It can involve learning about cause and effect (if I push this 

button then this will happen) and learning about a toy’s characteristics 

(e.g. this toy is noisy, this toy is soft, this toy is too big to fit in my 

mouth). Children learn to use a variety of senses to explore a toy’s 

properties. Children with ASD may need greater support to learn how 

to interact with the toys around them as they may avoid different 

sensory experiences or show little variation in what they want to 

interact with.
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Relational Play
Relational play involves using an object for its intended purpose (e.g. 

posting shapes, banging on a drum, pushing a toy car along, sorting 

and matching, puzzles). Deficits in joint attention and imitation skills 

can mean children with ASD have difficulties engaging in this sort 

of play. Lots of modelling and play interactions help to develop this 

aspect of play. It is through this play that children learn to name 

objects and make associations between them (e.g. a plate, knife and 

fork are all used for eating; cars, planes and truck are all vehicles). 

Relational play skills can be learnt through everyday activities such as 

using a comb to brush hair or using a spoon to scoop food. Build on 

whatever interests and motivates your child to support their play skills, 

looking for opportunities to extend their language and add variety to 

their play.
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Constructive Play

Games with Rules

During this stage, children begin to manipulate materials to create new 

objects and patterns. This may involve using blocks to build a house or 

boat, completing a jigsaw puzzle or drawing a picture. Some children 

with ASD might have delays in this area of play, whereas others will 

progress much like typically developing children (e.g. they may excel 

at building Lego). Encourage constructive play for children with ASD 

by showing them what to do (e.g. you might use pictures to show 

them how to build a tower with blocks). 

At this stage, children start being able to play games that have rules. 

This can involve board games, hide-and-seek, tag, team sports, or 

games created by the children where they develop their own rules 

for play. These activities teach children about co-operation, fair 

play, honesty and following rules. Our society is built on rules, so it 

is beneficial to learn the importance of following them. Children with 

ASD may need extra help to wait for their turn and to understand the 

rules and the concepts of chance, winning and losing. Initially you 

might consider selecting a game that is not too long and modifying 

the rules so your child can enjoy some success.
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Pretend / 
Symbolic Play
This category of play involves acting out real or imagined experiences 

in play. This may involve children pretending to be someone 

else, substituting an item for another (e.g. picking up a block and 

pretending it’s a phone) and creating sequences of events. It may 

involve imagining that something is there when it isn’t (e.g. pretending 

an empty plate is full of food). Children with ASD can have difficulty 

with this type of play. They can lack the skills for thinking flexibly or 

imaginatively enough to create this kind of play and are often very 

literal with their play. Their expressive and receptive language skills 

can impact their ability to sequence and express ideas or stories. 

Building pretend play around your child’s everyday experiences 

such as cooking dinner or a family outing can help support their 

understanding. Encourage your child to role-play using dress ups and 

props and model how to substitute one item for another (e.g. using 

popsicle sticks as candles on a playdough cake). Encourage them to 

elaborate on their play by asking them a variety of who, where and 

how questions.
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Supports for Play
Children with autism may need additional 
supports to help their play. Here are a few ways 
you can  support your child during play.
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Some children with ASD may find processing visual prompts a lot 

easier than verbal communication. Providing pictures of your child’s 

toys allows them to request what they would like to play with. You 

can also show sequences of play using pictures. For playdough, a 

sequence of pictures might include rolling out the dough, pressing 

down the cutter shape and removing the excess play dough. Visuals 

can also be used to support cooperative skills such as turn-taking. For 

example, visuals can show your turn and my turn.

Like visuals, signing can support a child’s ability to understand and 

express their needs. You can begin by introducing basic signs such as 

more, play, I want or finished. If your child is responsive to signing you 

can then teach signs relevant to their favourite activities. If they enjoy 

being pushed on the swing, you might introduce the signs for go, fast, 

slow or high.

To support your child’s ability to participate in play activities, you 

may need to adapt their play space. Having only two or three of their 

favourite toys on offer may help them focus on playing effectively. 

Limit distractions and the space they can move around in to help them 

focus on the key play objects. Try to keep their playspace organised 

and neat, ensuring every toy has a home. Encourage your child to put 

each toy back in its home when they are finished with it.

Visuals

Signing

Environment
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It is not necessary to have an abundance of toys to support your 

child’s play skills. In fact, having too many toys can be detrimental 

to your child’s ability to play. Having a lot of toys can be distracting, 

and this can limit their creativity and ability to focus. It is important 

to support your child’s interests but avoid buying too many toys 

based on TV characters. This often limits play as the toys have a set 

character and range of play scenarios. Building blocks, water-play toys 

and cause-and-effect toys can provide a wide scope for variety in play.

Many of your child’s toys do not have to be store-bought. Household 

items such as safe kitchen utensils, containers, old bedsheets, 

cardboard boxes and objects found outside in nature can provide 

great scope for imaginative and flexible play and are a more 

sustainable choice. Consider your child’s social and cognitive level of 

play in order to choose toys that will be motivating for them without 

causing frustration if they’re too difficult. 

If your child has difficulty with particular sensory inputs (e.g. loud 

sounds, sticky textures, too many sounds, lights and changes 

happening at once) adapt the play to suit them. You may not need to 

remove the sensory input altogether, but you can make adaptations to 

make it easier for your child to adjust. For example, if your child does 

not like sticky textures, during messy play with wet sand or cornflour 

gloop, you could give them spoons and containers so they can play 

with the goop without touching it. A clean, wet washer close by is also 

helpful as they know they can wipe the goop off if they do get some 

on themselves. If your child has difficulty processing too many sensory 

inputs at once, you could limit how many words you say and slow 

down your speaking.

Toys

Sensory Adaptations
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Prompting can be used to help teach and remind your child in play. 

Prompting can take the form of verbal communication (e.g. spoken 

reminders of what to do next), gestures (e.g. pointing to where a 

puzzle piece goes) or physical prompts (e.g. hand over hand support 

to help your child roll out the playdough with a rolling pin). Prompts 

are faded out as a child becomes more proficient with a skill. Helping 

your child roll out playdough may start with your hands guiding 

their hands and with practice become pointing to the rolling pin and 

progress to just saying, “Roll out the dough.”

Songs can be very useful in supporting play. They help reinforce key 

behaviours or language in fun yet repetitive ways. Making up simple, 

repetitive songs to tunes such as Here we go Round the Mulberry Bush 

or Frere Jacques for everyday play activities can be an easy way to 

support your child’s play. 

Examples include:

To the tune of Here we go Round the Mulberry Bush:

This is the way we roll the dough, roll the dough, roll the dough.

This is the way we roll the dough when we play with play dough.

To the tune of Frere Jacques when playing in the home corner:

Stir with the spoon, stir with the spoon.

Round and round, round and round.

We can stir with the spoon. We can stir with the spoon.

Round and round, round and round.

Prompting

Songs
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