
How to Assess Current Play Level

Overview

What can teachers do?

Importance of Play

Play in early childhood classrooms is
essential for all children’s learning. 

Play promotes development of...
Social skills,
Cooperative behavior,
Joint attention,
Peer relationships,
Language skills,
physical movement skills 

and so much more!

Play is the way children learn and use new
skills. 

For example, a preschooler playing
restaurant can communicate with peers to
write menus, set prices, and take orders, all
of which supports later reading and writing
success.

Play and Development

Play develops naturally in typically
developing children, but for children with
autism, they may need help to play with
others.

Children with autism...
may need help to invite a peer to play
or recognize a peer wants to play with
them. “Jim wants you to ride in the boat
too, listen he said, ‘Come ride in the
boat with me.’”
may need help to communicate with
peers during play. “Ask Sarif, ‘Do you
want tea?’ then you can pour the tea.”
need support with turn-taking “It’s
Cassie’s turn, you will pick a card after
Cassie.” 

Play is necessary for children with autism.
Help children with autism engage in and
enjoy play opportunities with others. 

Supporting Social Play of
Preschoolers With and Without

Autism: A Collaborative Approach

Before addressing IEP goals, assess the child’s current play level, language skills, and
any behaviors that affect their peer interactions. 

To assess a student’s current play level...
observe free play activities to evaluate student interaction with their peers, or
use assessments that measure specific struggles in play (e.g., the Developmental
Play Assessment, Symbolic Play Language Scale, or Structured Play Assessment).

After identifying the child’s level of play through observation, teachers can assess
language abilities and emotion regulation that may interfere with peer play.

To evaluate language skills and emotion regulation... 
use an assessment like the SCERTS observation assessment to assess a student’s
social communication and emotional regulation.
observe the student to identify needs and create goals and supports for play
conduct a Functional behavior Assessment (FBA) if other behaviors affect peer
interaction to better understand the behavior before developing an intervention.

Teamwork is important for helping students with
disabilities benefit from play. Teachers should
collaborate with speech-language pathologists
and special education teachers to provide the
best supports in the classroom.

Practitioners should:
set positive and clear expectations,
have a strong understanding of students
strengths and goals, and
have useful behavior guidance strategies in
place to support peer interactions.

Play is essential to social development for all
children, including those with disabilities.
Research by Fedora, Watkins, Barber, and Bagett
(2023) provides support for the strategies to
promote play in the classroom included here.  
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2. Selecting play materials to promote interaction

Children with autism need extra support
with symbolic or pretend play because of
communication and language difficulties.
 
Examples of symbolic play items include:

a play kitchen,
a cash register, and
dress up materials to take on roles.

Include materials that support children to
play together.
 
Group play materials include:

board games that promote sharing
and turn-taking,
blocks where peers can build
structures together, and
floor puzzles for peers to complete
together.

5. Using natural reinforcement to support motivation

Natural reinforcement uses rewards related to a child's actions/goals. 
For example, if a student with autism engages in turn-taking behaviors, getting to play
with the toy serves as a natural reward. 

When using behavior-specific praise, teachers should extend play without
interrupting the activity. 

For example, saying “You are zooming! Let’s zoom the car over the bridge!”,
which extends the activity, instead of  saying “Good job zooming the car!”,
which may cause the child to pause.

Stratagies Supported By: Fedewa, M., Watkins, L., Barber, A. B., & Baggett, J. (2023). Supporting social play
of preschoolers with and without Autism: a collaborative approach for special educators and speech

language pathologists. Early Childhood Education Journal. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-023-01488-6

1. Arrange the environment to support play between peers

Arranging the environment can increase
play and social interaction between peers.

Set up the environment to support play:
Select developmentally appropriate
toys the child enjoys,
Place them within the child’s view, and
Set up the environment for children to
be face-to-face with peers.

Select toys that promote turn taking,
match the age of the child and their
current play level, and aren’t
overwhelming in options. 

For example, teachers might offer 2 playsets
within the child’s reach to encourage choice
without overwhelming them.

Play areas should have visuals available for
children with communication needs during
playtimes. Teachers and specialists should
work together to make appropriate visuals. 

For example, a sign in a dress-up play area
with pictures of available outfits and symbols

for children to request to “put on” the clothing.

3. Supporting peers to initiate and sustain play

Teachers can select peers to support students with autism. These students should have
typical language skills, appropriate play abilities, and interest in activities. 

Play partners can learn...
about the unique challenges students with autism face during play, including
language difficulties;
about strategies to initiate and maintain play interactions such as asking questions,
suggesting games to play, and staying in the same area as their partner; and
that communication and interest will vary so some students will need to learn
nonverbal communication techniques like sign language or picture exchange.

4. Incorporating child preferences to increase motivaton

Using a child's interests in play increases their
engagement and motivation. 

Teachers learn about children’s interests by
observing the child, talking to families or peers,
or doing preference assessments (e.g., asking the
child). Learning about preferences helps teachers
create enjoyable activities for each child.

5 Research Based Strategies to Support Play


