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I am a finder of amazing 
food, partner, Mother, 
thifter, teacher, laugher, 
explorer, and learner.  



Type your answer in the chat box.
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Why is learning through play important for healthy 
development?

What are the benefits of meaningful & open-ended play?

What are invitations and provocations?

How do we make the meaningful play experiences 
inclusive?
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Constructivism: 
Learning is an active, 
social, experiential 
process. 

The child is an 
information 
constructor!
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Decisions & 
Choices
Intrinsic 
Motivation

Immersed in the 
Moment
Spontaneous
Enjoyable

Drew & Nell, 2013 7



“Open-ended, imaginative 
play…allows children to 
meaningfully integrate and 
master their experiences.”
Use imaginations

Communicate meaning

Transformative thinking

Solve problems

Casper & Theilheimer, 2010 8
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Adapts to All Learning Styles

 Materials can be used in a variety of 
ways, little or no adaptations needed

 Child-directed learning without a 
predetermined goal lets the child 
work at their own level

 Allows for independence 

 Promotes autonomy

 Can be visual, kinetic, auditory or 
tactile

Golinkoff, Hassinger-Das & Hirsh-Pasek, 2017 9



• How could this activity 
support development 
in the:

• Physical Domain?
• Language Domain?
• Cognitive Domain?
• Emotional Domain?

• How could this activity 
support a child with 
developmental 
delays?
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Physical Development

 Rapid gross & fine motor 
development from 3-6 years 
old

 Develop self-assurance & 
build coordination 
 Building fort
 Constructing obstacle course

 Develop small muscles & 
hand-eye coordination
 Sorting shells
 Using twigs with clay
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 How children learn

 Remember, understand, apply 
knowledge
 Play with wet sand
 Use parts in increasingly 

complex ways

 Math, language & scientific 
inquiry
 Concept of numbers
 Vocabulary 
 Transformation

 Enhances inclusion

 Improves social skills
 Relationships
 Self-confidence
 Collaboration

 Reduces negative behavior
 Conflict resolution
 Sustained attention & 

engagement

Cognitive Development Social-Emotional Development

Beloglovsky & Daly, 2015
Armitage, 2009



 Gives an idea

 Specific exploration or experience

 Sparks interest

Haughey & Hill, 2017 12
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Developmental Needs
 What should we play with?
 What kind of activities will meet 

the children’s developmental 
needs?
 How can observing the children 

help me design meaningful 
invitations?
 What schemas are they exploring?
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If the child 
loves:

Possible 
schema:

Small 
materials :

Large 
materials:

Tools & 
containers:

Cutting with 
scissors, knocking 
towers down, 
making play 
dough into small 
segments, tearing 
pages from 
books, removing 
couch cushions, 
cutting hair

Disconnecting/
Deconstructing

String, tissue paper, 
cardboard, balsa 
wood, floral foam, 
styrofoam blocks, 
dominoes, 
evaporated 
cornstarch water 
(for cracking), 
colored tape for 
peeling and cutting, 
brittle sticks, 
flowers, bubble 
wrap

Giant cardboard 
boxes, 
haystacks, 
snowbanks, 
balloons, sand, 
stacks of tissue 
boxes, old/used 
electronics 

Mortar and pestle, 
safety knives, 
safety scissors, 
hammer, pliers, 
mallet, 
screwdrivers, 
hole punches, fly 
swatters
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If the child 
loves:

Possible 
schema:

Small 
materials :

Large 
materials:

Tools & 
containers:

Putting toys in a 
row, arranging 
food on a plate, 
parking toy cars, 
sorting, 
sequencing by 
size, arranging 
furniture, 
straightening 
rows of shoes, 
stacking books

Ordering/ 
Positioning

Dominoes, buttons, 
pompoms, spools, 
beads, clothes pins, 
paint swatches, 
poker chips, dice, 
playing cards, 
washers, napkin 
rings, glass gems, 
tiles, wooden cubes, 
graph paper, 
wooden geometric 
shapes, pinecones, 
shells

Large hollow 
blocks, crates, 
cable spools, 
pallets, bricks, 
cardboard boxes, 
furniture, ladders, 
barrels, branches, 
tires, logs, cords 
of wood, stepping 
stones, Twister 
mat

Mirrors, empty 
frames, tray with 
ledge, shallow 
boxes, ice cube 
trays, light box, 
yard stick, muffin 
tins, T-square, 
level, ruler, equal 
arm scales, egg 
carton, K-cups
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The invitation… How they played…



Accessibility
 Can the activity be reached by 

children who are not walking?
 Are materials interesting for children 

with visual impairments?
 Are most activities designed to be 

done seated in a chair, at a table?
 Are materials stored in a way that 

children can access them without help?

 The Key: Be proactive. Choose 
activities & display materials so they 
work for all children. 
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For a child who…

Has a visual impairment, •

Has difficulty staying engaged, •

Has high sensory needs, •

Is Deaf, •

provide materials that…

• are colorful.

• have texture and movement.

• make interesting sounds.

• are related to the child’s interests.
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 Stimulates a response

 Poses a question

 Expand or extend ideas

 Challenges next level thinking

Haughey & Hill, 2017



Invitation
 The teacher set up an invitation to 

explore sticks and gems on grass 
mats.

Provocation
 The teacher observed that children were 

counting and creating groupings. The next week, 
she added wooden numbers to extend that 
interest.
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The children in Ms. Anita’s classroom have 
been talking about space. She has read them 
books about planets and put astronaut dress 
up props in the dramatic play area. Ms. Anita 
noticed an interest in the solar system when 
she observed several children drawing 
circles and saying “look at my planets!” 
Before the children arrived the next day, Ms. 
Anita designed a provocation based on what 
she had observed. She placed two trays, 
backed with black construction paper, on a 
table with a basket of recycled lids and caps.  
She displayed a picture of the solar system 
on the table as well. She did not provide any 
instruction to the children about what to do 
with these materials. 
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During center play, the children played with 
the trays and lids. Ms. Anita heard children 
talking about planets. She observed children 
using comparative words like “bigger” and 
“smallest.” She provided some gentle 
scaffolding by pointing to the large yellow 
lid on one child’s tray and commenting “this 
big yellow one reminds me of the sun at the 
center of our solar system.” Ms. Anita has a 
child with special needs in her class as well. 
This child has not yet mastered her shapes 
or colors. While this child played, Ms. Anita 
pointed at the lids and commented “I see 
you have a blue circle and a red circle.”

What academic goals were addressed 
by the provocation Ms. Anita designed? 
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How can you use invitations and provocations as an 
inclusive tool in your program?
What are your next steps? Type your answer in the 
chat box.
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