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3 Types of Greenspan Floortime Play

Researchers at Princeton University’s Baby Lab have determined that early learning is
dependent on two factors: the ability to detect and create patterns and our interest in people.
Understanding how this work together helps us see how early experiences shape a child’s
learning process.

“For younger children, it can be as simple as rolling a ball across the floor, talking and singing to your baby, and cuddling. It's about showing the baby how fun it is to be with another person, and how communicating with others is rewarding. Live interaction is better for learning than passively watching TV, which is why some medical organizations now recommend no TV
viewing for the first two years of life.” 

“The cognitive processes required for imaginary play are more demanding than sitting there looking at flash cards”  

Casey Lew-Williams, Assistant Professor, Princeton University

FLOORTIME WITH MOVEMENT - SENSORY PLAY

For many children play is all about being physical. Very young children enjoy playing chase games, twirling, rolling, tickling, and bouncing. This sensory play is great for Greenspan
Floortime™, as it helps satisfy a child’s sensory needs while also building positive relationships,
improving attention and encouraging communication.

Through these physical activities children can become more focused and more able to interact. “Sensory play” uses physical activities that a child enjoys or seeks out, and turns them into interactive games by modulating the physical input. This means you start and stop the swing, push it high and then low, and fast then slow, etc. all while enticing the child to communicate (looks, smiles, grabbing, or words). Ideally we are taking cues from the child to “go again,” go higher, etc.

FLOORTIME WITH AN OBJECT - OBJECT-BASED PLAY

Before children think about make believe, they stack blocks, roll cars back and forth, pop
bubbles, and play simple hide-and-seek or treasure hunt games. When parents follow a child’s
lead in object-based play, they can encourage back and forth communication and fun interactions
by moving the toy or object the child is interested in around the play room. Modified treasure
hunts are a good example of this type of play. Keep in mind that just because a child picks up a
toy, say a car, they are not necessarily ready to go on a pretend trip. To them at this point, it is an
object with wheels that move. They may recognize what it is, but that doesn’t mean they want to
make a story with it.

FLOORTIME WITH IDEAS - SYMBOLIC PLAY

When children are ready to use words and express their imagination and creativity, they start doing pretend play. Their toy dog barks, they become superheroes, or they act out other emotionally relevant experiences. This is symbolic play. This play can be simple or complex,
but it is always a great way to build social communication skills. It uses many parts of the brain,
explores emotions, and helps children understand language sequences and patterns. If you try
doing pretend play with a child that quickly loses interest, either the child isn’t ready for it yet or
you may not be following the child’s lead and interests so they develop the story.

Transitioning from one “Type of Play” to another

These three types of play—sensory, object-based, and symbolic—are not self-contained,
each in its own box. As children mature and develop emotionally, one type flows into another.
When children engage in each of these different types of play the play will become more
complex. There are transitions. We see these transitions happen over time as children become more engaged in a particular type of play, and their play becomes more complex. The interactions become longer with more gestures and more communication.

When this happens we often see a natural transition from one type of play to the other. For example, a child who might be interacting more and more complexly within a sensory activity, like swinging will be taking your hands, nodding, smiling, pointing, and getting in a more complex longer back and forth interaction. As this happens, they naturally become more
coordinated and interested in many of the objects in the room. This happens because their
regulatory system is now more organized, and they are developing the planning skills that aid in
their curiosity and understanding of how to use different objects. We can support the child’s new interests with techniques described in the object-based play section to stimulate a fun,
interactive activity.
However, sometimes children can have a difficult transition. If the child is fixed in sensory based play, then we may have to create a challenge so that they become more aware of objects in the room and can`` interact” with them while doing the sensory activity they prefer.
For example, let’s say a child is jumping on a trampoline and getting into a fun back and
forth with us, grabbing our hands, smiling, starting, or stopping. That is all they want to do. But
they are interacting with us a lot. Because of their degree of interaction, we now have an
opportunity to try out new challenges. We can put cushions, stuffed animals, or balls on the
trampoline in order to be playfully obstructive (a term about playfully being in the way, which
we explore later). This encourages them to interact with us and the objects to continue to get
bounces on the trampoline. If we do it in a fun and playful manner, the child will see that this is
not threatening or controlling. Instead the child can learn to manipulate the objects, add onto an
already fun social activity, and gradually appreciate the fun of playing with objects.

This same type of challenge can be integrated into other sensory type activities. For instance, you could use various objects to playfully obstruct a child as they're trying to get on a swing or on the slide and make a fun game with the objects. These types of challenges should be used after the child is already enjoying interacting with the adult and has achieved a minimum of 5-10 back and forth circles of communication.

This type of “transitional” play is in line with our goal of always expanding the interaction. For example, if at first we challenge a child with just our own bodies, and they’re overcoming the increasing challenges (coming to us, pulling our hands in, etc.) to get a tickle, a bounce, or a swing, then we can add in a new challenge that involves some of the objects in the room. The same principle is true as children transition from object-based play to symbolic play.
Sometimes the play naturally expands, and they start using objects, especially ones like stuffed
animals, in a more symbolic way. All of a sudden, instead of throwing the stuffed animal around,
they bring the stuffed animal onto the swing to ride next to them. Instead of lining up pretend
food, they start handing it to people to eat. This natural transition occurs when a child gets into
more complex and longer sequences of back and forth interactions utilizing objects in the room.
Again, when this does not occur naturally, we need to challenge the child to expand, because
sometimes when children engage in object-based play—manipulating balls, blocks, or stuffed
animals around the room— they get stuck in comfortable, familiar patterns.

One way we can do this is to use the object, like a stuffed animal, as a character. Instead of the big plush teddy bear just lying on the trampoline, the bear (with our voice) now talks to the
child and says, "Hey! That's my trampoline." We become the bear or dog or whatever. We challenge the child to see the object differently, as less of an object and more of a symbolic
representation of a character from a story or scenario that we help to create.

It’s important to remember, we're not directing the child to play symbolically, and we’re not teaching them what or how to play. Instead, we're challenging them to interact with us as we expand into the symbolic world. Sometimes the child will reject that and say, "Go away
bear," in which case the bear should run away. Nonetheless, even if the child says, "Go away
bear," or indicates gesturally that the bear needs to go away, they are now interacting with a
symbolic bear versus just a big stuffy pillow.

Becoming a symbolic character yourself within play, even if the child is not yet doing that themselves, is an essential technique for challenging them up to the next level and type of play. You still need to respond to the child's wishes. If they don't want you to be the character or if they don't want the character to participate, we need to respect that.
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