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Discovering the World 
Around Us: Exploration 
and Imagination

By Shamila Nazim
What is 
Exploration?

What is 
Imagination?

When you Explore your Imagination can take you anywhere … 

Exploration …

“As they play, these young 
explorers can be totally 
absorbed. Opening and 
shutting, filling and dumping, 
and picking up and dropping are 
endlessly fascinating activities 
that challenge infants’ mobility 
and dexterity as well as their 
ideas about objects and what 
they can do.”   

(Copple & Bredekamp, 2009, p. 
61)
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How Infants and 
Toddlers Learn & Explore

Infants are in the sensory 
motor stage of development 
and therefore learn by 
exploring and receiving 
feedback from their entire 
body. 

As they develop control over 
their muscles, they are able 
to gradually focus their 
learning. 

Infants and Toddlers learn 
and explore through all of 
their senses by touching, 
smelling, hearing, seeing 
and tasting the items in 
their environment. 

They gain valuable 
information about 
their world. 

This interaction 
with materials 
offers experience 
and knowledge 
upon which to 
build later 
experiences. 

Why should we 
encourage and 
support 
opportunities 
for Exploratory
play with our 
children?

Exploratory Play Promotes:
 Stimulated brain connections

 Early cognitive development

 Problem-solving skills

 Good self-esteem

 Self-confidence

 Critical thinking ability, and    
resourcefulness

BABIES AND TODDLERS 
LOVE TO PLAY WITH 
EVERYDAY OBJECTS 

AROUND THE HOME – SO 
DON’T WORRY YOU WON’T 

NEED TO SPEND LOTS OF  
MONEY.

SOME IDEAS ARE……

Treasure Baskets and Heuristic Play

 Treasure baskets and heuristic play are very similar types of play.  The main 
difference is that treasure baskets contain objects made with natural materials 
only. The items are usually provided in a low basket that babies can reach into. 
Natural materials provide babies with more sensory stimulation - and touch and 
taste are the main ways babies process information. 

 They move onto heuristic play once they start to walk. Heuristic is defined as 
enabling a child to discover or learn something for themselves. It is rooted in young 
children’s natural curiosity. And items in the basket or play area are a mixture of 
natural and man-made objects.
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 Water Play

 Playdough, gloop, moon-
sand

 Outdoor Play

 Blocks, boxes and 
containers

 Transferring activities –
pouring and filling

 Sensory bottles

 Sensory tubs: spaghetti, rice, 
pasta, soapy water, jelly, foam, 
ice 

 Sensory bags – Ziplock bags –
insert gel and any other items 
– real sensory experience

 Mirror Painting – or reflective 
activities

 Water Painting and mark 
making

The Benefits of Imaginary Play

Creates Language Rich Environments – (Language 
Development)

Develops Creativity, Inventiveness and Resourcefulness 

Enhances Social Skills

Improves Planning and Organizational Skills

Boosts Independence and individuality continued…

Allows for Self-Expression

Enhances Story Telling Skills 

Helps Develop Life Skills

Fosters Leadership Qualities

Precursor to solid literacy and written expression skills 

More Benefits of Imaginary Play

How can we encourage and support opportunities for 
Imaginative play with our children?
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Provide your 
child with a 
space in your 
home for 
imaginative 
play.

 Imaginary Play can take place outdoors 
or a separate room or even just the 
corner of a room.

 We need to have environments where 
children are able to access materials and 
props independently.

Examples: 

 Dinner tables, chairs and couches: 
remove all the chairs and cover the table 
with sheets, it becomes an instant den or 
even a castle, a cave or even a tunnel 
that an explorer needs to investigate. 

 Canopies and play tents can create a 
great place to begin the imaginary 
world. The play corner or imaginative 
play area should be changed regularly 
with different props and toys to keep 
children stimulated by it.

Provide Props 
and Toys 

Again this does not mean that you 
have to go out and spend a lot of 
money on toys to help promote 
imaginary play. Most simple items 
found in the home will act as perfect 
props to spark the imagination.

Cardboard boxes can become 
anything in the imaginary world.
Wooden spoons, baskets, blankets, 
pots and pans, old clothes, bags, 
shoes even a twig…the list is endless.

You will be surprised – your home 
actually is filled with props that can be 
re-invented into other things.

Be your your 
child’s play 
partner

 Your child will love to play with you!

 When your child brings you a 
pretend cup of tea, play along and 
ask for a teaspoon of sugar or be 
their superhero partner. 

 Ring them up on their pretend 
phone asking to put in an order for 2 
large pizzas for delivery.

 Show an interest in what they are 
doing as this helps to develop the 
story and encourage the imagination 
but let your child be in charge.

 Arrange play dates with children of a 
similar age so they can support each 
other’s imaginative play.

Some More Pointers … 

Providing safe spaces and opportunities for children to explore 
large muscle movement. 

Supplying materials that allow for the exploration of temperature, 
texture, size and shape as well as materials that can be taken 
apart, opened and closed, filled and dumped.

Allowing children to clean up minor messes they may have 
created.

Giving children real tools such as spoons to feed themselves or to 
role play with.  They need the ‘real’ feel.

Honoring children’s preferences by allowing infants/toddlers to 
make choices.

Permit children to decide when an activity is complete. (ongoing 
projects)
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