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Pretend or 
symbolic 
play

Socio-dram
atic play

Sociodramatic play, common from around 3 years of age, is pretend play with others, sustained 
role taking, and a narrative line. It can involve understanding others’ intent, sophisticated 
language constructions, and development of (sometimes) novel and intricate story lines. 

Object play/ 
Exploratory 
& creative 
play

Language 
play
Experimenting 
with rhyming 
words, telling 
jokes, puns.



Physical play and play with objects: 
learning and using new vocabulary



Pretend play, 
fantasy play, 
socio-dramati
c play

Young children may use language as 
they play outside in physical play, or as 
they interact with other children while 
doing construction play. However, the 
type of play that has been shown to 
be most important for the 
development of language and literacy 
is pretend or sociodramatic play. 

Sociodramatic, imaginative or pretend 
play has the following characteristics: 
make-believe play that involves roles 
(pretending to be Spot the dog); objects 
which children use to stand for 
something else (an old box for a car); 
situations (working in a shop); persists 
for at least 10 minutes; includes 
language and social interaction. 

Defined by the combination of
the imaginary situation children 
create (a scenario), roles for the
people and perhaps objects, and
rules about what the players can
and cannot do in the scenario





A setting for trying out literacy behaviours

CAPS Home Language



Learning about the purpose of print and trying out writing





Play and narrative development
When children engage in sociodramatic play, they use elements of story 
structure, such as a setting (doctor’s office), character roles (doctor, 
patient), and plot episodes (the patient is sick and needs a prescription 
for medicine).

… play narratives help 
children develop the 
building blocks of story



Play and seeing things from another’s perspective

The ability to take other people’s 
perspectives is critical for coordinating 
multiple roles and negotiating play 
scenarios.



Play builds 
connections 
between oral 
and written 
modes of 
expression



Games with rules







Play facilitation
• Create time and space for play

• Organise activities and set up play areas

• Encourage children to engage in play activities

• Help children build on and extend their play

• Join in the play: assume a role in a pretend play scenario

• Be an appreciative audience

Jensen, H., Pyle, A., Zosh, J. M., Ebrahim, H. B., Zaragoza Scherman, A., Reunamo, J., & Hamre, B. K. (2019). Play 
facilitation: the science behind the art of engaging young children (white paper). The LEGO Foundation, DK.



Role of adults



Continuum of different types of play: play that is freely chosen by 
children, adult guided play where adults scaffold child-led play, and 
adult structured activities where the teacher designs, sets rules and 
scaffolds play with a particular learning objective.

Teacher directed 
Nurturing, interactive 

participation 

Jensen, H., Pyle, A., Zosh, J. M., Ebrahim, H. B., Zaragoza Scherman, A., Reunamo, J., & Hamre, B. K. (2019). 
Play facilitation: the science behind the art of engaging young children (white paper). The LEGO Foundation, DK.
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Integrating 
play, 

stories, 
reading 

and writing
• ‘… play-based integration with curriculum 

increases the likelihood that play 
experiences offer opportunities for 
children to practice and perfect 
important literacy skills and concepts’ 
(Roskos & Carroll, 2023. p.5)











The local context



Knowledge, attitudes and practices of parents/ 
caregivers



KNOWLEDGE
• The importance of play is not widely understood. Parents viewed their 

responsibilities largely in relation to the child’s needs for health, nutrition, 
protection, self-care and socialisation. 

• Respondents noted the role of culture and traditional games in teaching 
“identity and respect”.

• ‘Learning through play’ was understood mostly in relation learning socialisation 
skills. 

• Attending ‘creche’ was seen as the avenue for educational learning. 
• Children play for leisure on their own or with other children. 
• How play influences learning of emergent mathematics and early literacy was 

not well understood. 

ATTITUDES
• Responses to the attitude scale were overwhelmingly positive. 
• 92% agreed that it was important to play with your child, that it promoted 

bonding(97%), that they looked forward to it (89%), that it was fun (96%), that 
adults should play with children (89%) and that it was not only a woman’s role 
to play with the child (90%). 



PRACTICES
• Play was largely children playing with other. 
• Not enough adult/child play was taking place.
• Not having time to play with the child was a reported constraint. 
• Singing and physical play between adults and children was most common (close 

to two thirds). 
• Significantly less engagement on early literacy and numeracy development.
• Less than a third told stories or read books. Less than 20% reported puzzles or 

construction toys.
• Outdoor play needed to be supervised.
• Playing indoors for safety reasons was emphasised. Indoor play lent itself to 

technology or TV watching, which was prevalent in all areas. This was found to 
have eroded active, exploratory play.

Indoor play involves more sedentary screen-based activities. 
A lack of puzzles, conceptual games, drawing materials and 
books is a challenge. Time-poor parents are often isolated 
and lack confidence in their parenting. 



ELOM Home Learning Environment Questionnaire



ECERS Classroom Observation Scale



In South Africa … unstructured free play is 
associated with affluence, and disadvantaged 
settings lean towards directive approaches, a 
practice rooted in concerns for learning deficits 
among children from low-income homes.



ECD policy 
context



The importance of play for 
brain development

‘Serve and return’ 



The local context: 
play and literacy 



Online training courses

Birth to 2
2-5 years
Grade R
Grade 1-3











Vygotsky: In the ZPD children learn 
through social interaction with adults/more 

competent peers.

Vygotsky also viewed play itself as a ZPD:
“In play, a child is always above his average 
age, above his daily behaviour; in play it is 

as though he were a head taller than 
himself” 



Play is a self-help tool 
that enables children 

to achieve higher 
levels of functioning


