Stages & Components of Presymbolic and Symbolic Play
Piaget’s critical components of play:

1. Role of self and others

2. Use of objects

3. Sequence of actions/activities while playing

Developmental progression of play behaviors:

1. Presymbolic Play (0-18 mos)

a. Sensorimotor play (2-12 months) – grasping, mouthing, waving, banging objects repeatedly.

b. Nonfunctional play (9-12 months) – interact w/ 2 objects simultaneously + investigating small parts of objects

Ex: banging 2 objects together

c. Functional play (10-18 months) – use of objects in a socially appropriate way (e.g., stirring with a spoon)

i. Tells you if they are able to recognize objects, and identify appropriate actions without contextual support.

ii. Affected by types of toys used

iii. Affected by clinician/parent assistance (e.g., providing demos, narrating play, following child’s lead).

2. Symbolic Play (18-24 mos) – enacting activities out of context, letting one thing represent another; shows you that the child doesn’t need structure and context to play.

a. Object use
i. Object substitution
1. Similar object substitution 

Ex:  use a big spoon as a big telephone

2. Dissimilar object substitution 

Ex: use a block as a car

3. No-object substitution 
Ex: pretend to hold a cup and drink from it

ii. Combining objects in play
1. Combine realistic objects 

Ex: use a knife to cut toy food

2. Combine object- and no-object substitutions 

Ex: use a real spoon to eat pretend food

b. Actions in play
i. # of actions within a single play episode

1. Single play behaviors – 

Ex: pretending to drink

2. Single-scheme combinations (18-24 mos.) – 

Ex: child feeds 3 dolls and clinician)

3. Multischeme combinations (24 mos.) – 

Ex: use a spoon to stir food in cup ( feed a doll)

4. Episode combinations (36 mos.) – 

Ex:  child plays ‘birthday party’

5. Elaborated schemes
a. Assigning roles

b. 1 person has many roles

c. Narrating play as it changes

ii. How these actions relate to each other

c. Role of individuals enacting play – tells you about their perspective-taking ability

i. Self-as-agent (12-18 mos.) – holding a cup and pretending to drink

ii. Passive-other-as-agent (15-21 mos.) – having a doll perform an action 

Ex: kid gives doll a drink from cup

iii. Active-other-as-agent (19-26 mos.) – child moves doll to perform action 

Ex: moving her arm to feed herself

iv. Role-playing (after 36 mos.) – 

1. Ex:  playing teacher, doctor/patient

v. Dual-role enactment – when kids use dolls/figures actively (ex:  using different speaking styles to provide dialogue for the dolls).

Play Themes – longer play scenes can show a kid’s ability to demonstrate temporal, causal, and logical relationships.

1. Internal representation – reenacting personal experience

2. Developmental sequence:

a. Familiar, routine activities (18 mos.) – 

Ex:  eating, grooming

b. Observed activities (22 mos.) – 

Ex: pretending to cook or drive

c. Experienced, infrequent activities (30 mos.) – 

Ex:  shopping, camping, or visiting a library

d. Observed activities/modified outcomes (36 mos.) – 

Ex:  pretending to take orders at a restaurant, cooking, and then serving food.

e. Fantasy Play (40-44 mos.) – Enacting roles the child has not experienced 

Ex: pretending to be a firefighter
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