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Structured Play 
 
Structured play is an approach to teach children how to play appropriately with toys, expand their use/variety 
and developmental level of play. 
 

Structured play emphasizes organizing and clarifying their play activities.  By structuring play, more abstract 
concepts can become visually clear and make sense to the child increasing motivation and willingness to 
participate. 
 

Many children with autism do not know how to play with a toy.  This is part of the reason why they sometimes 
focus on a single aspect of a toy.  In order to help the children enjoy toys in a more creative way, we need to 
make the play activities and toys make sense to them. 
 

 
Developmental levels of play: 
 
Sensory play is the first level of play.  Children learn to explore sensory material or objects with sustained 
interest.  This gives the child needed sensory input as well as being a calm independent activity.  At first, the 
child is encouraged to explore the material with sustained attention. 
 

Cause and effect play is the level of play where children are starting to understand their actions and how they 
make something happen.  Structuring play with cause and effect toys help organize the child’s approach to the 
toy and visually indicate to the child when the toy is finished. 
 

Functional play is using a toy functionally or for its intended use.  This could be pushing cars along a race track, 
using a hammer to knock down pegs in a peg and hammer toy, or using blocks and legos appropriately.  These 
are usually one step activities. 
 

Pretend play is using imagination with toys.  These skills can be taught by giving visual supports to aid in play 
schemes.  When starting to teach pretend play, be sure to use visual supports to lead the child through the 
play schemes from start to finish. 
 

Other considerations of play: Often, there are too many toys or toys are disorganized.  This will overwhelm the 
child and discourage play.  Have only the toys out that you are focusing on.  Also, rotate the toys in and out so 
the child does not get bored.  Make sure to keep all toys organized. 
 
*Use a toy that your child has an interest in but does not know how to play with independently.  The toy should be matched to 
his/her current developmental and skill level. 
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