Let Play Lead The Day:
A Parents’ Guide




Introduction Et#

TAPESTRY

Okay parents, let's get real for a sec. Every single child on this planet is born with
one superpower: play. From the moment they wriggle into the world, they're
testing it out. Babies waving their little legs in the air like tiny octopuses? That's
play. Toddlers turning cardboard boxes into rocket ships and sofa cushions into
castles? Play. It's not just “messing about” or a way to pass the time, play is how
kids learn literally everything.

It's how they figure out how the world works, how they cope when things don't go
their way, how they experiment, problem-solve, imagine, and build the resilience
they'll need when they eventually grow wings and fly off into the big wide world.

Now, full disclosure: I'm not just a play consultant. I'm a full-on, unapologetic play
geek. Why? Because | grew up in an adventure playground. And when | say
adventure playground, | don’'t mean the neat, plastic, health-and-safety-approved
kind with a swing and a slide. Nope. | mean the wild, slightly bonkers, magical kind:
think bonfires, pallets stacked into sky-high forts, ropes dangling from trees,
muddy puddles galore, and the occasional broken bone that taught you more than
any school test ever could.

My Dad has been an adventure playground manager for decades. So while other
kids were trading Pokémon cards or watching Saturday morning cartoons, | was
climbing ropes, hammering wood, setting up dens, and learning how to take a
knock without phoning an ambulance every five minutes. | didn't just play as a kid,
| lived play. And honestly? It shaped my whole world.

And | want the same magic for your children.

Amber Ogunsanya-William
Award-Winning Inclusive Play Advocate
@Playworkeramber

RAMWORK:
AMBER®
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Why Play Matters (like, really matters) i#
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When kids play, they're doing so much more than having fun. They're rehearsing
life. They're practicing all the skills they'll use as adults, just with sticks, mud, or
cardboard boxes instead of the washing up, job interviews or rent payments.
Here's what play gives them:

* Imagination & creativity: A cardboard box becomes a rocket, a blanket
becomes a superhero cape, sofa cushions suddenly turn into the walls of a
fortress.

o Conflict resolution: “You stole my stick sword!” “Fine, let's share.”
Congratulations, you've just witnessed the junior version of future peace talks.

e Emotional regulation: Play gives kids space to practice losing, waiting, being
frustrated, trying again, and laughing it off after falling flat on their face.

o Cognitive agility: Sneaky brain workouts disguised as fun. The kind of learning
they don't even realise they're doing.

» Risk assessment: Climbing a tree, stopping halfway, and deciding, “Actually...
this branch feels dodgy.” That's a life skill right there.

e Physical health: Children’s developing bodies are built for movement,
crawling, waving, wriggling, running, climbing, jumping, tumbling.

» Resilience: A bruised knee here, a muddy face-plant there, every stumble is a
lesson in getting back up stronger.

So yeah. Play is not just “nice to have.” It's not the sprinkles on top of childhood.
It's the whole cake. And quite yummy too!
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The Magic of Everyday Stuff iﬂ:
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Here's some good news for parents: you don’t need to buy the entire toy aisle
to give your child a rich play life. In fact, some of the best playthings are
probably already in your home, waiting to be rediscovered.

When | was a child, | could spend hours with nothing more than an old
bedsheet and a few chairs. In my world, that became a den, a pirate ship, or
sometimes even a haunted castle where my friends and | took turns being
ghosts. Cardboard boxes were anything we wanted them to be, racing cars,
puppet theatres, or rocket ships. And pots and pans? Well, those were an
unbeatable drum kit (sorry, Mum).

The beauty of everyday stuff is that it forces kids to make the play. A pinecone
doesn't tell you what it's for. A shiny spoon doesn’t come with instructions.
That's where imagination kicks in. And believe me, a child’'s imagination is far
more powerful than the loudest toy on the toyshop shelf.
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Stages of Play — what they might look like **E
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One of the most important things to remember is that children don't all play the
same way, at the same time. Play grows and evolves in stages, like Wi-Fi bars -
some children connect quickly, others need a little more time, and that's totally
fine.

e Unoccupied Play (birth to 3 months): Typically developing babies flail arms,
kick legs, and discover their own body. It looks random, but it's the very first
spark of play.

o Solitary Play (birth to 2 years): At this stage, babies and toddlers play alone.
They're not being anti-social; they're just learning the world on their own
terms.

e Onlooker Play (around 2 years): Ever seen a child stand and watch other
children play without joining in? They're observing, learning, and planning
their next move.

o Parallel Play (2+ years): Two kids sit side by side, each building their own
tower, sneakily eyeing up whose is taller. Playing next to but not with each
other.

» Associative Play (3, 4 years): Typically developing children begin sharing toys,
talking about each other’s play, dipping in and out of each other’s worlds, but
still not full teamwork.

o Cooperative Play (4+ years): Finally, the squad assembles. Children may start
to invent rules, plan adventures, and build worlds together. This is where
friendships can bloom.

Every child moves at their own pace. Play isn’t a race, it's an adventure.
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Play Ideas by Stage and Age EHEk

TAPESTRY

To make things practical, here are some play prompts to suit each stage of
childhood in typical child development.

Birth to 12 months

Your baby is curious about everything. Treasure baskets with safe, everyday items
work wonders, a wooden spoon, a shiny mirror, a fabric scrap, a pinecone. Sing,
rhyme, play peek-a-boo. Let them roll around on the floor. Even the simplest
games, rattles, stacking cups, empty boxes, are pure gold.

1-2 years
Now they're on the move, and they won't stop. Messy play is your best friend:

playdough, shredded paper, cornflour, water tubs. Take them puddle jumping or
bubble chasing. Let them roll in the grass and dig in sand.

2-4 years

This is the golden age of imagination. Fill a box with dress-up odds and ends, old
hats, scarves, sunglasses, bags. Give them torches, pots, pans, or even old phones.
Set out chalk, paints, crayons, and scissors (with supervision). And say yes when
they decide to play “shopkeeper,” “superhero,” or “doctor.”

Primary school age

Now children are more independent and love loose parts, bits and bobs they can
build with. Think forts, Lego cities, bug hotels, or crazy outdoor dens. Encourage
football, skipping, cycling, crafts, baking, or music and dance battles. Give them
space to pick their own projects.

Secondary school age

Don't be fooled, teens need play too (even if they roll their eyes when you say it).
They need space, freedom, and the right outlets: sports, skateboarding, music,
photography, gaming (in balance), cooking, or just hanging out with friends. Let
them claim ownership of their play.

|

q
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Outdoor Play = Freedom (and a few bruises) :|:"1$
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Outdoor play is where adventure lives. Yes, there will be scraped knees and the
occasional broken bone (been there!), but outside is where kids learn bravery,
resilience, and independence.

Classics never fail: skipping, hopscotch, tag, hide-and-seek. Mud kitchens,
puddle jumping, tree climbing, fort building. If you're lucky enough to have an
adventure playground nearby, grab that opportunity.

And please, don't let the weather stop you. Rain? Pull on coats and wellies, then
go mix potions with puddle water and leaves. Winter? Pretend you're arctic
explorers and trek through snowdrifts. Summer? Teddy bear picnics, scavenger
hunts, or a day of den building. Mud, rain, sunshine, they all build memories.

Weather Doesn’t Stop Play (it supercharges it)

One of the biggest myths about play is that it only really happens on warm,
sunny afternoons in the park. The truth? Every single type of weather carries its
own magic. When children are given the freedom to play outdoors all year
round, whether they're splashing through puddles, digging in snow, or chasing
their shadows on a hot day, they don't just stay active. They build resilience,
adaptability, and a joy for life that lasts far beyond childhood.

| grew up in a world where bad weather didn’t cancel play, it created it. My dad
would throw a tarp over some old planks, and suddenly the rain made
everything more thrilling. A drizzle turned a mud slide into the best rollercoaster
you could wish for. A windy day meant kite flying until our arms ached. That
taught me a lesson | carry into my work as a play advocate today: children need
to experience all kinds of weather because it teaches them to embrace, rather
than avoid, the unpredictability of life.
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Outdoor Play = Freedom (and a few bruises) :F#
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Rainy Days = Pure Imagination

Rain is basically nature’s waterpark. When kids pull on raincoats and wellies, the
whole world shifts into a playground of puddles and possibility. Puddle-jumping
competitions spark joy and release energy, while “potion-making” with leaves,
petals, and mud becomes a masterclass in imagination. Chalk drawings on the
pavement transform into living art as raindrops blur and swirl the colours.

One of my favourite childhood memories is sitting under a leaky tin roof,
listening to the patter of rain. | didn't know it then, but that simple act was
teaching me to pause, notice, and feel wonder in everyday moments. Parents
often worry about mess or damp clothes, but | promise: those muddy socks are
worth the resilience and creativity your child is soaking up.

Safety reminder: rain makes surfaces slippery, keep little ones away from roads,
steep slopes, or fast-moving streams.

Snow Days = Endless Adventures

Snowfall feels like a rare gift, and for children it unlocks a whole new sensory
world. Building snowmen is just the beginning. Kids can sculpt snow animals,
carve castles, or create little “snow kitchens.” One winter, | froze little toys in ice
tubs and let kids chip them out with spoons; they turned it into a full-scale
“Arctic excavation.” Snow painting with food-colouring sprays adds another layer
of wonder, and pretending to be explorers trudging through deep drifts brings
storytelling to life.

For me, snow meant freedom. No school, no timetable, just the crunch of boots
and the sting of cold air as we built forts until our gloves were soaked through.
That's the power of play in snow: it teaches endurance, teamwork, and the sheer
joy of working with your environment.

Safety tip: mittens are better than gloves for little ones, fingers stay warmer. Always
check for red or numb skin.
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Outdoor Play = Freedom (and a few bruises) :F'#
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Windy Days = Energy Release

Windy days transform the most ordinary landscape into something alive. A simple
walk becomes a giggling chase as hair whips around and scarves turn into sails.
Kite-flying, whether shop-bought or homemade, taps into a child’s sense of awe,
while ribbons tied to sticks become dancing companions in the breeze. Even a
blanket can become a makeshift parachute that billows, dips, and soars with the
wind.

As a kid, | loved listening to the wind whistle through fences or rattle tree
branches. It felt like nature itself was joining the game. Wind play teaches children
about energy and force in a way no classroom lesson ever could. They learn that
invisible things can be powerful, and that unpredictability can be joyful.

Safety note: avoid very stormy conditions, and steer clear of places with loose branches
or debris.
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Let's be honest: screens are everywhere, and sometimes they're lifesavers. But
here’s how to keep balance.

Limit screen time, especially for younger kids.

Create tech-free zones like mealtimes, bedrooms, or family walks.

Don't rely on screens just to keep kids quiet, sing, chat, or play instead.

Model the behaviour you want. (Yes, that means putting our own phones down
too).

Join in their screen time when you can. A game together is better than solo
scrolling.

Screens have their place. But nothing beats real-world play for growing minds.

Everyday Play Hacks for Parents

Life is busy, right? Between cooking, cleaning, working, and the never-ending
laundry, finding time for play can feel impossible. But here’s the trick: sneak it into
everyday life.

Turn chores into games: sorting socks becomes a colour-matching challenge,
shopping becomes a treasure hunt. Sing silly songs while cooking. Make up
rhymes in the car. Use washing-up sponges as boats in the sink. Declare a kitchen
dance-off after dinner.

It doesn’t have to be big or planned. Small moments of play make the biggest
memories.
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You don't need expensive kits or Pinterest-worthy craft cupboards to spark
incredible play. A little creativity, and a few everyday items, can go a long way.
Below are some tried-and-true DIY play ideas, broken into simple steps. And
because safety matters, I've added notes about choking hazards and supervision
for babies and toddlers.

1. No-Cook Playdough
Great for: Ages 2+ (babies may mouth it, so supervise closely)

You'll need:
e 2 cups plain flour
1 cup salt
1 cup cold water
1 tbsp oil
A few drops of food colouring

Steps:
1.Mix flour and salt in a bowl
2.Add water, oil, and food colouring
3.Stir until dough forms
4.Knead on a floured surface until smooth
5.Store in an airtight container

Safety tip: This dough is technically edible (because it's just flour, water, and salt), but
it’s very salty, so discourage eating. Avoid small beads, buttons, or googly eyes for
decoration with under-3s, they are choking hazardes.

www.tapestry.info 10


https://tapestry.info/

-l
DIY Play ldeas: step-by-step fun at home :F#

TAPESTRY

2. Leaf Printing
Great for: All ages (with baby-safe paints)

You'll need:
e Leaves from a park, pavement or garden
e Washable, non-toxic paint
e Paper

Steps:
1.Collect a variety of leaves
2.Paint one side of the leaf lightly
3.Press it onto paper, vein-side down
4.Peel it off to reveal the print
5.Make patterns or collages

Safety tip: For babies and toddlers, use only non-toxic paint. Watch out for small
dried leaves breaking into bits, they can be choking hazards. Check leaves as you
collect them.

3. Glow Bowling
Great for: Ages 4+ (supervision recommended in the dark)

You'll need:
e 6-10 empty plastic bottles
e Glow sticks
e Alightweight ball

Steps:
1.Activate the glow sticks and drop one into each bottle
2.Arrange the bottles like bowling pins
3.Roll the ball to knock them down
4.Keep score, or just enjoy the chaos

Safety tip: Glow sticks are not for chewing. Keep away from babies and toddlers —
they're a serious choking risk and the liquid inside can irritate skin/eyes.
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4. Spaghetti Snakes
Great for: Toddlers

You'll need:
e Cooked spaghetti
e Food colouring
e Alarge bowl or tray

Steps:
1.Cook spaghetti and let it cool.
2.Divide into bowls and add a few drops of food colouring to each
3.Mix until the spaghetti changes colour
4.Tip into a large tray for sensory squishing, mixing, and “snake” play

Safety tip: Cut spaghetti into shorter lengths for babies/toddlers to reduce choking risk.
Always supervise, slimy spaghetti is slippery and can easily be mouthed.

5. Box Castles

Great for: Ages 3+

You'll need: M A
Cardboard boxes (big and small) “ "

Scissors (for adults)
Tape or child-safe glue
Crayons, paint, or markers

Steps:
1.Collect boxes, cereal, shoe, or delivery boxes work well
2.Stack and tape them into castle walls, towers, or forts
3.Cut out windows or doors (adults only)
4.Decorate with crayons, stickers, or fabric scraps

Safety tip: Never leave scissors or box cutters near little ones. For under-3s, stick to larger
boxes with no small cut-outs to prevent finger traps.
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6. Sensory Kitchen (Soap Foam & Dolls)
Great for: Ages 2+

You'll need:

A basin or tray

Warm water

A squirt of baby shampoo or washing-up liquid (mild)
A whisk

Dolls or plastic animals

Steps:
1.Fill basin with warm water
2.Add a squirt of soap and whisk until foam forms
3.Add dolls or plastic animals
4.Give kids sponges, brushes, or cloths to “wash” them

Safety tip: Soap can sting eyes. Supervise closely. Avoid small toys with detachable parts.

7. Mud Kitchen
Great for: Outdoors, ages 2+

You'll need:
e Old pots, pans, spoons
e Soil, sand, or mud
e Buckets of water
e Natural “ingredients” (leaves, sticks, stones)

Steps:
1.Set up a “kitchen” area outside with pots and spoons
2.Add mud, water, and natural bits
3.Let your child mix, stir, and create “meals”
4.Bonus: Create a menu and let them “serve” dishes

Safety tip: No tasting! Remind little ones that mud pies are for pretend play, not snacks.
Always wash hands after.
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8. Obstacle Course
Great for: All ages (adapt to ability)

You'll need:
e Cushions, chairs, blankets, stools, tunnels (or sheets over chairs)

Steps:
1.Lay cushions as stepping stones
2.Drape blankets over chairs for a crawl tunnel
3.Add a stool to climb over and a line of tape to balance on
4.Time their run-through or just cheer them on

Safety tip: Avoid hard edges and keep furniture sturdy. Babies should only crawl
through tunnels, no climbing.

9. Stargazing Pebble Constellations
Great for: Ages 4+

You'll need:
e A blanket
e A handful of pebbles
e Adark, clear night

Steps:
1.Lie on a blanket outside and spot constellations
2.Collect pebbles and copy the star patterns on the ground
3.Challenge kids to invent their own “constellations” too

Safety tip: Pebbles = choking hazard for under-3s. Never leave toddlers unsupervised
with small objects.
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Parents, Be Their Play Superhero i#
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Here's the truth: play changed my life. Growing up in an adventure playground
gave me confidence, resilience, and joy. It taught me how to take risks, how to
bounce back when things went wrong, and how to imagine a

world bigger than myself.

Your child deserves the same. So give yourself permission to join in. Be silly. Get
muddy. Say yes to puddles. Let them be bored sometimes. Be bored with them!

Play is freedom. Play is joy. Play is life.

So parents, go on. Let play lead the day!

This resource is designed to support play for children at different stages of development. You
know your child best, so you can choose and adapt ideas that you think your child will enjoy.
Have fun!

Thank you to Charlie from Seb & Charlie Design Studio for creating illustrations for this resource.
Thank you to Maddy from @elestras for the stills of the Play Animation used in this resource.
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For more helpful
resources, visit:

tapestry.info/tapestry-education

Weaving your child’s
learning journey together.
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