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Important Concepts to Remember Today
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What We Know About Play

Play 
Improves

Social 
Skills

Health

Motor 
Skills

Self-
Esteem

Cognitive

Lowers 
Stress

Play is at the core of the development 
of ALL children

Inclusive and culturally responsive

Play can be more of a burden for the 
educator if play materials and space are 
not made to be accessible. 

“Achievement gaps” cause Play Gaps

Structured activities hinder executive 
functioning skills

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Stephanie NotesPlay is an integral part of the development of all children! Play improves *reference graphic* For children with disabilities, play is one of the most inclusive and culturally responsive ways to support their growth in areas of development that can otherwise feel difficult to practice or utilize. All children can be successful with play, especially when it is set up for all. Play can feel more burdensome for educators who do not intentionally set up a space or utilize materials that are meant to be accessible to all of your children. This creates barriers to play, requiring you to be more involved in helping children access materials and managing the challenges and frustrations they may face because it is not set up for them to be independent and have choice. We also know that children with disabilities historically perform lower on standardized testing or assessments, which can many times makes us educators feel the need to push more structured, teacher-directed learning experiences in order to try to lessen the “achievement” gap. This many times leads to less play opportunities for children with disabilities leading also to a play gap between children with disabilities and those without. Even further more, research shows that these structured activities that we may push on children with disabilities actually further hinders their executive functioning skills. These are skills that tend to be in delayed in children with neurodevelopmental disabilities, meaning that play should be an integral part of their plan in supporting their growth. https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/answer-sheet/wp/2016/08/23/our-misguided-effort-to-close-the-achievement-gap-is-creating-a-new-inequality-the-play-gap/?postshare=1281473631234988https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/study-too-many-structured-activities-may-hinder-childrens-executive-functioning/2014/07?cmp=SOC-EDIT-FB



ALL PLAY IS VALUABLE
Play always has a purpose

Autistic Play

Everyone has a play 
preference/style

We have biases around play

Trust is an important aspect to 
valuing play

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Cindy Notes:Ableism (Why do we think children need to play a specific way? What kind of play do we see as valuable and what kind of play do we see as worthless?) Autistic Play (solitary play, calming, self-regulating) what do we need to teach children with autism as far as play skills? Emphasize teaching social skills and reciprocal interaction skills alongside their play needs and interests



Universal Design for Learning (UDL)
The belief that all learners can be

Purposeful & Motivated

Resourceful & Knowledgeable

Strategic & Goal-Directed

Presenter
Presentation Notes
StephanieGive brief definition of UDLWe will discuss ways to create play spaces and opportunities that are accessible to all during our time together. When we do this not only are we promoting a sense of inclusion and positive self-identity, we are supporting *read boxes on slide*So all of the strategies and practices we discuss today will be universally designed. Meaning these aren’t meant to use just with childrne with disabilities, they are beneficial and supportive of all children including children with disabilities. 



Identity development

My Physical Self

What I Can Do

What Others Say I Am

My Connections to People, 
Places, and Things

I Am…

Presenter
Presentation Notes
CindyPositive self-identity is highly dependent upon my relationships with others.Positive self-identity comes from our own actions and ability to do something well, and our own awareness of what we’re capable of doing.Accepting children as they are and not comparing. What does each child in your program bring to your program? How do you grow as a teacher because they are in your program? 



I Am My Physical Self Opportunities 
for Movement. 

Alike and 
Different

Sensory and 
Hands-On 
Learning

Presenter
Presentation Notes
StephanieOne way that a positive self identity is formed by young children is through their understanding of their physical self.Children need opportunities for movement to do this. Children develop an idea of what their bodies can do when they have more opportunities to utilize them. As they have more opportunities to use their body they collect more data about themselves. Children are developing an understanding that they are alike and different from others through their understanding of their own physical selves. Young children who are very sensory driven learn a lot about their physical selves through hands-on activities. 



Create a self portrait using 
materials found in your space. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
CindySelf-portrait – using materials that you can find in your own space – use ANYTHING you have around. Think about how you could incorporate an activity like this in your own classroom.Artists left to right: Bisa Butler “The Mighty Gents” quilting, Housing a Forest blog, Jane Perkins “Obama” using recycled materials, Mud and Bloom shadow art. 



How To Make This 
Happen Through Play
I am my physical self
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Presentation Notes
Stephanie



Provide open 
ended-materials for 

play

Presenter
Presentation Notes
StephanieDid you notice that you were able to have control over the choice of materials, how you wanted to use them, and chose materials that felt right for you for this specific activity?Open-ended materials do not have a designated purpose within play settings. Boxes may have a purpose in our adult world for packing things up, but by putting them into a play space, we understand that children will create and utilize this material in a way that feels right for them and matches the purpose of their play. When using toys and materials that have only one designated purpose, it can become inaccessible to some of your children with disabilities making play frustrating for both you and the child. Open-ended materials allows all children to engage with the play material in a way that they best can and how they choose. These materials used in play also allows for purposeful/motivated, resourceful/knowledgeable, and strategic and goal-directed learning to happen, which supports us in assisting the child in meeting any goals they may have. 



Use the environment 
to give children 
opportunities to 

explore their body

Presenter
Presentation Notes
CindyMirrors are a great way to encourage children to explore their bodies. You can also incorporate arts and crafts activities that have children draw, paint, and work with other materials in various ways to represent their bodies, including self-portraits.



I Am What I Can Do

Multiple 
opportunities to 

explore what they 
can do is necessary

Encouragement 

A large portion of a 
child’s identity is 

based on what they 
can do

Focusing on 
strengths supports 

positive self-
identity

Presenter
Presentation Notes
StephanieOur second way in which children develop a positive self-identity is through their understanding of what they can do. Children understand their abilities through having multiple opportunities to practice them. It is our job to provide and design experiences where all children feel capable. Adults excitement in noticing these skills help shape their understanding of themselves as achievers. Physical attributes and abilities make up a large portion of a child’s perception of themselves. By focusing on what children can do and their strengths, we help to support a positive self identity. 



Dance
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Presentation Notes
Cindy



How To Make This 
Happen Through Play
I am what I can do
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Presentation Notes
Stephanie



Provide 
opportunities for 
risky and messy 

play 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
StephanieRisky and messy play includes opportunities for children to participate in the activity in a way that makes sense and feels right for themselves. It helps children to learn to listen to their instincts and learn all about their own capabilities through their own experiences on not through what others tell them they can and can’t do. When we provide risky and messy play opportunities there are quite a few benefits for children with disabilities. We provide opportunities for sensory needs to be met. Children who need sensory input for senses such as their proprioceptive, vestibular, or touch will seek these experiences out on their own. When we provide risky and messy play they can have access to getting these needs met. Risky play allows children to learn skills such as planning and stopping and thinking before trying something. Skills that tend to be difficult for children with neurodevelopmental disabilities. By allowing children to experiment, without many limits, what they can do they develop a positive self-identity. 



Make plenty of 
time for play 

and movement

• It can take a child 20 minutes 
to engage in valuable play

• How can you accommodate 
this need during your day?

Arrival

Breakfast
Free Play & Small 

Group

Outside

Story Time

Lunch

Presenter
Presentation Notes
CindyAdd example of a play scheduleChildren can take up to 20 minutes to discover what to play with! This schedule has a good mix of instructional (teacher led) time, free play and outside time, and child-led learning centers – notice the music and movement and dance party! Is there anything you don’t like or could be changed?https://www.kids-konnect.com/blog/what-is-a-play-based-curriculum



I Am What Others Say I Am

Children learn about 
their abstract self.

First abstract label 
children connect to 
themselves is their 

name

Enough descriptive 
comments about a 
child turn into how 

they view themselves

Sharing joyful 
memories 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
StephanieThe third way in which children develop a positive self-identity is through what others tell them about themselves. Children are learning about their abstract self. They learn about their mental and emotional capabilities, as well as, the different aspects of their temperament. The first abstract label that we connect children to is their name. Next, they begin to identify themselves through our descriptive comments. If said enough, this becomes part of a child’s self identity. It is important to tie comments to behaviors (what they do) rather than traits (who they are). Share memories about the child. These memories become a story about the child that they tie to their own identity. 



Name/Gratitude Acrostic

Create an acrostic with your name that shows things you are grateful for.

C offee

I ce cream

N ature

D ogs

Y ellow (sun, sunflowers!)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
CindyIt’s important to use children’s names to help foster a positive self-identity



How To Make This 
Happen Through Play
I am what others say I am

Presenter
Presentation Notes
StephanieAllow children to use their strengths to contribute to the garden. Does the child enjoy being messy, let them dig the holes for the seeds. Does the child do really well communicating with their peers, let them help plan the garden and direct the other children on where to put the plants. Will this child be likely to remember all of the names of the plants, have them be the tour guide for your garden each day. Do you have children who seem to be ran by a motor, let them do the heavy work needed for your garden. Ensure for lots of open ended experiences so that children can participate in the best way they can. Provide lots of different materials, so children have a choice in what to use and how to use it. Gardening helps overcome stress – plant nurturing positively impacts children with disabilities & at-risk youth



Follow 
Children’s 

Lead

Presenter
Presentation Notes
StephanieWhen we follow children’s lead in play we get to see some really amazing things! This means that children get to choose where and with what they play with and we either sit back and observe or join in with what they are finding interest in. We can use these opportunities to share words of gratitude, encouragement, or admiration for all of who they are and what they contribute to your learning community! This supports their positive self-identity through our understanding of who they authentically are.For children with Autism, their play may be solitary and exclusive to a specific topic or interest. We can value and join in on an Autistic child’s play by following their lead. We can play in the same ways they are playing with the materials, listen to the words they use and join in on a conversation, or just sit back and learn more about their interests and preferred play styles to help us plan for continued or extended play opportunities for the child to explore. 



Share Memories

Presenter
Presentation Notes
CindySharing memories as a way to connect with children helps them learn that their experiences are valuable and important. When you share an enjoyable memory about a specific child, it promotes a positive self-identity.



I Am My Connections to People, Places, and Things

I am my own 
person

Children learn how 
they are connected 

Big feelings can 
come from our 

innate connections 
to others

Presenter
Presentation Notes
StephanieOur 4th way in which children develop a positive self-identity is through their connections to people, places, and things. Once infants begin to move about their world more independently it is the beginning of their understanding that they are their own person and am separate from others. That understand grows and children want to learn more and more about themselves as the get older. Through that understanding they still know that they are still strongly connected to others, places, and things. So while they are their own person they also develop a sense of belonging. Many times young children’s sense of connection to people, places, and things are tied to ownership. Through this, children begin to learn how they are alike and different from others in abstract ways. Children have a strong innate urge for connections with others and it is difficult to understand those feelings. It’s important that educators support children in understanding their feelings and how those feelings shape who they are. 



Find a Place that Brings You Joy

Presenter
Presentation Notes
CindyIdentify something in this space that is special to youIdentify something in this space that makes you feel like you belong hereWhat makes you feel comfortable in this spaceWho might be someone who you would like to enjoy this space with



How To Make This 
Happen Through Play
I am my connections to people, places, and things

Presenter
Presentation Notes
StephanieAllow children to use their strengths to contribute to the garden. Does the child enjoy being messy, let them dig the holes for the seeds. Does the child do really well communicating with their peers, let them help plan the garden and direct the other children on where to put the plants. Will this child be likely to remember all of the names of the plants, have them be the tour guide for your garden each day. Do you have children who seem to be ran by a motor, let them do the heavy work needed for your garden. Ensure for lots of open ended experiences so that children can participate in the best way they can. Provide lots of different materials, so children have a choice in what to use and how to use it. Gardening helps overcome stress – plant nurturing positively impacts children with disabilities & at-risk youth



Creating a space 
for comfort and 

calming
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Children are 
represented in 

materials and play 
spaces

Presenter
Presentation Notes
CindyLooking at your classroom environment, what makes it inclusive? children are represented in toys, materials, play centers/spaces, and books. This could be adapting materials for children with physical disabilities as well as cognitive disabilities. Inclusive toys are great to have accessible for children during play.Cozy corner – “regulation station”



Wonderful Inclusive Play Books



Attachment Grows Into Self-Acceptance & 
Belonging

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Teacher’s role in play is to mutually enjoy children and be present during children’s play



Share one thing you 
would like to take away 
from our time together!



Contact information
Stephanie Cooper

Infant and Toddler Lead Coach

Abilities Network Project ACT

scooper@abilitiesnetwork.org

Cindy Miller

Inclusion Specialist

Abilities Network Project ACT

cmiller@abilitiesnetwork.org
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