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Table 1: Stages of exploration and play development (adapted from McConkey, no date) 

Exploration                        
(0 - 10 months) 

Relational play                    
(9 – 15 months) 

Self pretending              
(11-18 months) 

Doll pretending                    
(12 – 30 months) 

Sequence pretending    
(18 – 36 months) 

Mouthing 

Shaking 

Hitting (object, wall floor) 

Examining 

Feeling/rubbing 

Dropping (and looking) 

Throwing 

Swiping 

Manipulates part of object 

 

 

 

 

Pre-symbolic stage using 

vocalisations and 
gestures 

By physical properties 

Banging two objects together 

(holds both) 

Places object into another 

Places object on top of another 

Rings off stack 

Tower of 2 cubes 

Rings on stack 

By usage 

Spoon in cup 

Pillow in bed 

Sheet on bed, table 

Chair to table 

Combs/brushes hair 

Pre-symbolic stage but uses 
gesture and sound to 
communicate. May move into 

symbolic stage with first words 

Feeds self with cup 

Feeds self with spoon 

Makes ‘feeding’ sounds 

Brushes hair 

Washes self 

Sleeps on doll’s bed or 
pillow 

Sits on doll’s chair 

Dresses self with doll’s 

clothes 

 

 

 

Symbolic stage 

First words  

Self centered play  

Feeds doll with cup 

Feeds doll with spoon 

Combs/brushes doll’s hair 

Washes doll 

Lies doll on bed/pillow 

Sits doll on chair 

Dresses/ undresses doll 

Other 

 

De-centered play 

 

Doll alone 

Hugs doll 

Kisses doll 

Walks doll 

Doll jumps 

Two word sentences 

Same action 

Feeds doll/self/adult 

Combs doll/self/adult 

Sleeps doll/self/adult 

Telephone- self/doll/adult 

Others 

 

 

Same theme 

Feeding sequence 

Sleep sequence 

Bathing sequence 

Ironing sequence 

Others 

 

Multi-word sentences 
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Table 1 shows how exploration and play usually develops according to Roy McConkey. He suggests that children might first imitate a model or 
follow a suggestion before they begin to self-initiate. Also please be aware that the additions in orange are for guidance only and as you know 
children vary enormously in how they develop and learn. The orange additions are there merely to illustrate the links typically found between 
language, play and thought. (Sorry I have no real reference as this was part of a training session in 1980s and my own understanding as a 
psychologist!). 

Linking language and play 

It is interesting to note that children who typically engage in exploratory and relational play are at the pre-symbolic language stage and use 
vocalisations and gestures to indicate their needs. In relational play (e.g. banging toys together, stacking toys etc) they are beginning to 
communicate, but have not yet cracked the code of language. It is as they move into symbolic play (where objects, actions and people can 
represent things other their true meaning) that they also begin to understand words as symbols. The sounds and/or words they make have their 
meaning in the real world – and they become first word users. Initially, children who engage in self-pretend play are still very centred on 
themselves (that is, play typically involves them, they take the central role rather than dolls or other toys, they are the main subject, the hero 
etc.). As they reach the decentred play of doll pretending/other and play includes simple sequencing of pretend play (i.e. same action) they 
begin to combine words (i.e. two-word sentences). Finally, rule based structured sentences (i.e. multi-word sentences) appear at a similar time 
as the ability to plan for play. Children are able to negotiate rules and roles prior to starting play, often, at the beginning, this may be all they do!. 
This link between the complexity of thought with both play and language use could be usefully applied to practice. If you want to support 
children’s language, play with them at the appropriate level. 

 

Play: young children’s dramatic and socio-dramatic play development 

As children’s play matures more complex dramatic (alone) and socio-dramatic (with one or more play partners) play is often seen when children 
are given the opportunity to play and use their imaginations. This is not to say that younger children do not engage in this type of play, many will 
naturally choose to do so and others can be successfully supported in doing so.  

 

Wood and Attfield (2005) suggested that children demonstrate a number of skills, dispositions and competences during dramatic and socio-
dramatic play. They developed a framework of these skills, dispositions and competences, not to be used as a hierarchy or checklist, but as a 
way of sensitizing educators to the complexities of play including the social, emotional and cognitive demands within episodes of play and also 
as a useful guide when developing individual play plans. Wood and Attfield’s (2005) framework was used to support the development of the 
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framework below. As with the original it is not designed to be used as a checklist but as a useful guide to support the assessment of and 
planning for this type of play.  

 

Table 2: Framework for Dramatic and Socio-Dramatic Play of a Child 

Cognitive aspects: memory, attention, 
imagination, creativity and information 
processing 

Cognitive aspects: communication and 
language. 

Social and emotional aspects Motor development etc. 

 Uses memory to develop play 
 Observes closely and carefully 
 Transforms objects, materials, 

environment and actions. 
 Distances (steps in and out of 

play) 
 Rehearses (roles, actions) and 

directs or manages own play 
 Maintains and develops a 

role/play 
 Uses imagination and creativity to 

combine and recombine ideas 
 Creates, identifies and solves 

problems 
 Reveals motives, needs and 

interests 
 Uses metacognitive strategies- 

predicts, monitors, checks, 
reflects, evaluates 

 Takes risks, refines ideas, edits 
work/products 

 Distinguishes fantasy and reality 
 Combines fantasy and reality 

 
 

 Defines a theme – characters, 
plot and sequence (story) 

 Communicates 
representational thinking 
(using language, signs, 
symbols and gestures) 

 Communicates pretence/ 
metacommunication (defines 
roles and actions, conveys 
meaning and intentions) 

 Communicates with peers and 
adults in small and large 
groups 

 Uses descriptive language to 
convey experience, feelings 
and ideas, to organise, 
persuade and report 
accurately 

 Uses specific terms to 
describe and analyse 
experience (e.g. mathematical, 
scientific, technological) 
 

 

 Negotiates a play frame 
(establishes environment 
and rules) 

 Gives ideas and listens to others 
 Negotiates and co-operates 

towards agreed ends 
 Rehearses (roles, actions) and 

directs or manages others in play 
 Allows direction and management 

by others 
 Shows empathy toward others 
 Uses conflict resolution strategies 
 Listens, co-operates, revises and 

extends ideas 
 Seeks help from adults/peers 
 Regulates own feelings and 

emotions 
 Responds emotionally to 

experiences and expresses 
emotions verbally and through 
different media 

 Establish friendships – same and 
opposite sex 
 

 Uses gross motor 
skills (dependant 
on play) 

 Uses fine motor 
skills in 
investigating, 
controlling and 
manipulating 
materials 

 Represents ideas 
through different 
media (drawing, 
painting 
modelling, writing, 
constructions and 
layouts etc.) 

 Combines 
materials and 
resources 

 Uses a variety of 
tools to assist 
investigation 

 Enjoys sensory 
experiences 
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Table 2 above illustrates how dramatic and socio-dramatic play may support children’s learning across the developmental domains of cognitive, 
social-emotional and motor development. It could also serve as an aide memoire for educators who wish to support and extend children’s play 
and learning here.  

How educators can support children to further develop their self-regulation. 

Children develop foundational skills for self-regulation in the first five years of life (Blair 2002; Galinsky 2010),  

Educators support self-regulation as they: 

• Model, coach and provide opportunities for practise   

• Show positive interest and concern for children and each other 

• Recognise and help children express feelings, without judgement 

• Support sharing and working together 

• Support choice, autonomy and perseverance  

• Provide challenge for thinking and scaffold learning 

• Address diversity and differences positively, provide non-stereotyped materials, activities and role models.  

• Provide materials and experiences that reflect different cultures and engage positively with family members and carers - a community of 
learners 

• In times of distress they are positive and respectful and give attention and care directly to the children though warm supportive 
interactions.  

• Facilitate and support make-believe and pretend play 

 


