
SENSORY PLAY

Top tips on how to offer sensory play at home 

Cognitive Benefits
Cognitive development  is the construction of thought processes, including remembering, problem solving, and
decision-making. Simply present a child with a problem and various materials with which to find a solution, and
you can almost see the connections their brains are making.   In addition, children can build maths skills such as
comparing size (big versus small), counting and one-to-one correspondence (matching numbers to objects),
timing (does water or oil move faster?), matching (same sizes and shapes), and sorting and classifying (buttons,
beans or rice), and science skills such as cause and effect (what happens when I add water to sand?), gravity
(water slides down a funnel, not up) and states of matter (ice melts). Without realising it, children grow into
amateur scientists by making predictions and observations, and even develop analysis skills!

What is Sensory Play? 
Sensory play  is any activity that stimulates your young child’s senses: touch, smell, taste, movement, balance,
sight and hearing. From birth through to early childhood, children use their senses to explore and try to make
sense of the world around them.  They do this by touching, tasting, smelling, seeing, moving and hearing.
Children and even adults learn best and retain the most information when they engage their senses. Providing
opportunities for children to actively use their senses as they explore their world through ‘sensory play’ is crucial
to brain development - it helps to build nerve connections in the brain’s pathways. Sensory activities facilitate
exploration and naturally encourage children to use scientific processes while they play, create, investigate and
explore. Spending time stimulating their senses helps children develop cognitively, linguistically, socially and
emotionally, physically and creatively. 

Social and Emotional Benefits
Sensory play can teach children about cooperation and
collaboration. As children work together or side by side,
they learn to understand someone else’s viewpoint,
they also have the opportunity to express themselves
and become confident in sharing their ideas with
others. Certain types of sensory play can be calming
and assist a child in self-regulation.  Focusing on a
sensory activity can also help calm a child’s anxiety,
particularly if it is an activity dedicated to calming such
as one that uses lavender scent. 



Linguistic Benefits
Children can’t define parts of language until they’ve experienced the true meaning of the word. The attempt to
convey something without the proper words to do so, can be very frustrating for children and adults! Sensory
play encourages children to use descriptive and expressive language, and to find meaning behind essentially
meaningless words or gibberish. Take for instance, the word “slimy.” You can explain what it means with
different adjectives, but until you experience something slimy first hand, that’s all it will be, just a word! Things
like sand foam, homemade slime, cornflour gloop and cooked pasta all provide excellent opportunities to
develop language skills, learn new words and even make up new ones!! Children can also develop pre-writing
skills as they pour, spoon, grasp and work on eye-hand coordination tasks while using various materials.
 

Physical Benefits
Fine motor skills are often defined as the coordination of small muscle movements (usually hand-eye
coordination) that enable us to perform a variety of important tasks. For children, these tasks might include tying
shoes, zipping zippers and even turning the pages of a book. Gross motor skills involve the larger muscles of the
body and include activities such as walking, running, pushing, pulling and throwing a ball. Some examples of
sensory play benefit the development of fine motor skills by encouraging manipulation of materials, such as
mixing, measuring, pouring and scooping, while other examples, such as exploring surfaces, lifting, throwing,
rolling and water play, help develop gross motor skills.

Creative Benefits
Because sensory play is so open ended, children
are encouraged to develop their creative skills
and imagination. Whatever you provide can and
will be anything your child wants. They will
engage in role play by having tea parties or
cooking dinner, build a road with the pebbles. Sit
back and watch and see just how creative their
imaginations are! 



Ideas for Sensory Play
There are lots of different ways you can support sensory play at home, we've put together some of our favourite
ideas together on here for you, but there are lots more on our Sensory Play board on Pinterest. There is no right
or wrong way to offer sensory play, whatever you provide will offer lots of learning benefits. When your child
engages in messy sensory play, protect floor areas or table surfaces with an old plastic table cover or a cheap
shower curtain. The bathtub or kitchen sink is also an excellent location for messy play, especially if you’re using
paints or water! Sensory bins and tubs help with containing smaller items (as much as possible anyway!)
 
Sensory tables, bins or tubs are specially selected containers for keeping sensory activities tidy. You can theme
them to go with your a particular interest such as dinosaurs or transport. You can add a dinosaur story, then put
the dinosaurs in the tub with maybe some soil, pebbles & foliage from the garden. Herbs or leaves that are
scented would be good. Or perhaps you could add pebbles, dirt and diggers for a transport mad toddler. You
might want to make a  nature tub, which could contain a collection of items like shells, branches, flowers, an
assortment of leaves, pine cones, seeds, grass, ferns rocks, soil, sand and mulch. Your sensory tub is limited
only by the imagination and available materials.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
. 
 
If you’re weaning your baby, a useful activity is to cut up different types of foods for them to taste, smell and
feel. Different foods present a new sensory experience. Large ice cubes in a bowl make for an exciting and
refreshing sensory activity for babies and toddlers. Hot days are perfect for this sensory play idea. When the ice
is fresh, your baby’s fingers can hold it firmly, but when it begins to melt it will slip from their hands. Clear lidded
containers are ideal sensory tubs for seeing, hearing and smelling activities. You can make rattles with the
containers by adding materials from around the home, like rice, spaghetti tubes or cereal. Different shaped
containers will also challenge your baby’s grasp. Newborns can also engage in sensory activities with your help.
You can brush objects against their skin, and shake and rattle containers for sound.
 
You could hide objects in trays of shaving foam, wet or dry sand or shredded paper. Add scoops, measuring
spoons, funnels, colanders, sieves, a tea set, kitchen utensils or silicone bun cases to be used for pouring,
scooping and filling. All those dried ingredients that are out of date at the back of the cupboard can be put to
good use too, like that bag of bulgar wheat, rice, cous cous or an open bag of flour. Other ideas include: cooked
spaghetti, cornflour and water, cornflour & conditioner,   ice cubes, cold custard, cereal, dried pasta, shredded
paper, flour, straw, sawdust, flower petals, cut grass, baby oil mixed with sand & flour, let your imagination go
wild! 
 

https://www.pinterest.co.uk/twinklesnursery/sensory-play/

