Understanding and Enabling Heuristic Play
The Early Years Foundation Stage tells us that:
“When children have the opportunity to play with ideas in different
situations with a variety of resources they discover connections and
come to new and better understandings and ways of doing things”
Professor Ferre Laevers (1997) suggests that a high level of involvement
and a high sense of wellbeing indicate that deep level learning is taking
place for a child. As practitioners and parents/carers, we can aim to
provide activities that promote these two things to ensure that we are
providing children with a high quality learning experience.
Heuristic Play is an approach that was devised over 30 years ago by
Educational Psychologist Elinor Goldschmied who always placed babies
and young children at the centre of any experience.
The term “HEURISTIC” is derived from the Greek word “EURISKO”
meaning “to discover or gain an understanding of” and so an heuristic
approach is one that enables a person to discover or learn something
for themselves.
Heuristic Play is an approach deeply routed in young children’s natural
curiosity where the child leads the exploration. It consists of offering
groups of children of any age a large number of different types of
‘found’ or ‘everyday’ objects to explore. The term ‘treasure basket’
has been used to describe a range of objects that are contained in a
box or basket for sitting but non-mobile babies to explore in the same
way. These are natural objects that can be used and manipulated in a
variety of different ways and appeal to children’s natural sense of
curiosity and adventure.
For example, we often see how small children can be more interested in
everyday sensory objects such as cardboard boxes, wrapping paper,
ribbons and keys, and this is because (when you don’t know exactly what
they are) the possibilities for exploration and play that such objects
provide are endless.
There is no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ way for the children to choose to play
with the objects as the activity is entirely child-led. Practitioners
should follow the child’s lead and support them in exploring the
sensory elements of the objects, testing their own theories about
them, such as fitting them into one another, and problem solving any
difficulties they may come across along the way.

OBJECTS TO COLLECT (IN VARIOUS SHAPES AND SIZES!)
It is helpful to search out objects that are made from natural materials
and whose sensory properties such as texture, sound, colour and weight
could be tested out by the group in a variety of different ways. Objects
that can be heard and felt, sorted, balanced, squashed, filled and emptied
all have lots of learning opportunities to offer and explore.
Containers that carry…
Tins and lids
Cardboard and wooden boxes
Plastic bottles
Flower pots
Plastic food trays
Yogurt pots
Anything that can be rolled…
Ping pong balls
Cotton reels
Hair rollers
Cable and sewing spools
Door knobs
Corks
Objects that can be stacked or stacked on…
Curtain rings and solid bracelets
Wooden bricks
Mug trees
Kitchen roll holders
Nests of boxes
Coasters
Door stops
Sea shells
Posting and slotting objects…
Boxes and tins with slits in the lids
Money boxes
Large buttons
CD’s and CD storage racks or cases
Wooden laundry pegs
Objects which contain or not…
Purses and wallets
Baskets and bags
Ice cube trays
Cutlery drainer pots
Colanders
Saucepans and lids
Objects that wrap and obscure…
Ties and scarves
Netting
Ribbons and lengths of chains

What Does Heuristic Play Look Like?
When a heuristic play session is to take place, a large floor area is freed
for a specified period; this must be long enough to allow children to fully
explore the materials and to allow time for them to help pack up, usually
about an hour.
The adult makes heaps of the objects for play and distributes numerous
tins (at least three) for each child. The adult must ensure they provide
large numbers of each item, so that children do not feel compelled to
protect ‘their’ things from each other.
During the session adults have an opportunity to observe; sitting quietly
nearby, where children take assurance from their presence, but not close
enough so as to interfere with the children’s exploration and play. A lot
can be discovered about each individual child when the observer is slightly
removed from the action.
At the end of the session, children help pick up and pack away the
objects. Toddlers may manage to put items in the correct bag whereas
younger children and babies may bring any item to pop into the bag.
As with any play opportunity, heuristic play must be planned; health and
safety issues must be taken into consideration; and appropriate resources
selected. It is a very simple approach to helping babies and young children
learn and one that can easily be used at home. The best materials are
every day things and, otherwise, all you need is space and time.
This type of activity is set up specifically to suit the interests and needs
of each individual and of a group, for a defined period of time and in a
controlled environment. Adult supervision is a must for safety, but the
level of involvement/intervention the adult has in the activity must be
considered based on the needs of the children and how best to support
their play.

Which Children Can Take Part in Heuristic Play?
Heuristic play is relevant to children of all ages.
For babies, it is initially about exploring what an object is and what is like
(what does it smell/feel/taste like?). As the child grows and develops and
they have a good understanding of the characteristics of objects, they
begin to think about how they can use them (e.g. holding a tube up to
their mouths and making noise through it to amplify the sound). As their
language develops, children will begin to engage in representative play;
using the objects to represent something else (e.g. a chain could be a
necklace or a stick could be a magic wand). This representative play
becomes stronger and more elaborate in children of pre school age who
will begin to use objects as part of their own story telling (e.g. building
cages for dinosaurs out of twigs and leaves).
What are the Benefits of Heuristic Play for Children?
The open-ended and exploratory experiences heuristic play provides
benefits children’s cognitive, social and emotional development:
Learning how to maintain attention and focus on an activity is an
important skill for children to develop; and when children are
particularly fascinated and engaged by they are doing, as they are
during a heuristic play session, their concentration levels are
considerably higher.

•

•

Heuristic play strongly encourages children to begin to explore using
trial and error methods. In this way, they learn about the properties of
materials and experience, first hand, concepts such as size, shape,
capacity and mobility.
•

It encourages older children to extend their imaginative and
creative thinking and use their language skills to begin to use one
object as being representative of another (e.g. pebbles as money).

One of the biggest benefits of this kind of play is the ample
opportunities for independent decision making. It allows children to feel
that they have the chance to control their environment and learning,
and to be able play independently of adults.
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