
 

                

 

  
   

       

 

            
             

            
           

    

  

  

   

  

 

  

   

  

  

          
         

 

    

   

    

 

   

 

 

 

   

  

  

  

             

      

Parent–child play: A mental health 
promotion strategy for all children 
4 December 2019 | Sarah Seekamp and Ben Rogers 

Comments 

“ I often find parents are much more comfortable engaging in directive 
play with their child and I use this to engage families in supported 
playgroups, do you have any tips on how I can structure the 
playgroup to involve more child led play in a group setting? 

Sarah | 19 December 2019 

“ It may be helpful to begin by providing the parents with some brief and simple info on 

what is child-led play and its benefits, then perhaps scaffold the experience and set 

aside no more than 10 minutes initially in a group for the parents to practice following 

their child’s lead. This will of course look different for different age groups; providing 

open ended play experiences / toys for the children will support this. It would be great 

to close these 10 minutes with a reflection about what the parent noticed about their 

child and how they found the experience. Maybe in time you could regularly allocate a 

portion of your group to parents following their child’s lead. 

Sarah and Ben | 19 December 2019 

“ I'm working in an adolescent mental health service, how might child 
led play be used for parents struggling to connect with adolescent 
children? 

Louise | 19 December 2019 

“ The principles remain the same, including that the parent needs to try to demonstrate 

their interest in their child’s interests – with older children this could be asking about 

an activity the teen enjoys. As with younger children, if there are opportunities to join 

with their child in an activity the child enjoys this will also be a great opportunity to 

grow the connection. One of the challenges in this context with teens will be that the 

parent and child may have very different interests and for the parent to set their values 

and interests aside and make this only about exploring and understanding their child’s 

interests could be very tricky. The focus of the interaction needs to remain only on the 

activity and the child’s vision for the activity. Hence again starting with education about 

child-led play and the parent role in this and its benefits will be important. 

Sarah and Ben | 19 December 2019 

“ How do we know we are striking the balance between adult-led and 

child-initiated activities to meet best the children’s outcomes? 
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Jackie | 19 December 2019 

“ It depends on the goal of your work together. If it is to build parent capacity to connect 

with their child, then the emphasis needs to be on child-led interactions. However, if 

alongside that you are also seeking to provide play experiences to support child 

development – e.g. motor, sensory or communication then there will be a balance and 

I think the role of the practitioner then is to ensure the parent understands the two 

different approaches and that they are both incorporated into goal setting. 

Sarah and Ben | 19 December 2019 

“ We are considering updating the toys available in our treatment 
rooms. Are there any specific types or toys you recommend to 
encourage child led play in a clinical setting? 

Jessica | 19 December 2019 

“ Depending on the age…. options that allow open ended play can be helpful i.e. 

blocks, Lego, paper and crayons, animals and props for imaginative games. 

Sarah and Ben | 19 December 2019 

“ When working with a child that has a developmental delay such as 

autism do you need to adjust this approach? 

Kayla | 19 December 2019 

“ This approach with children who have autism is more complex, however there is 

absolutely a place for it. It is likely that children on the spectrum will not tolerate our 

‘intrusion’ on their play for as long as typically developing children, so the parent 

needs to watch for the child’s cues regarding this. So often for these children we are 

trying to bring them into our world, however the parent can spend some time with their 

child in the activities they enjoy. It may include mirroring the child’s actions, using 

affect and expression or the child may indicate to the parent what they want them to 

do and the parent can follow this lead. However as with the earlier question- it is also 

important to couple this with play that is designed to developmentally extend the child 

– i.e. the goal of the 2 approaches are different. 

Sarah and Ben | 19 December 2019 

“ How do you identify a good time for child led play and should you 
stop the play if the child become upset/ overwhelmed?" 

Kayla | 19 December 2019 

“ A good time is when there is some free uninterrupted time. However, for young 

children, when they are not too tired is also helpful. Sometimes it can work well if the 

parent seeks to join the play that the child is already involved in and so this can be a 

more flexible approach. 
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Sarah and Ben | 19 December 2019 

“ How do you address this strategy where people from different culture 
do not consider play as important? Where play is looked at as a waste 
of time compared to reading and learning? 

Wendy | 19 December 2019 

“ I have worked with a number of families from cultures who value more formal learning 

approaches over play. As mentioned in the webinar, spend time connecting with these 

families, learn about their perception of play, develop understanding of their 

knowledge in this area, and discuss the benefits of child-led play. Using this 

understanding can support sharing of evidence-informed information, which can guide 

motivation and confidence in this area. I found talking with them in lay terms about the 

neuroscience and research so they can grow their perspective is sometimes helpful. 

Sarah and Ben | 19 December 2019 

“ What would be your recommendations as a minimum time limit for 
child-led play per week? 

Camille | 19 December 2019 

“ Rather than thinking in terms of the minimum time, explore with the family what might 

be possible given their circumstances, and start with that. For families that are really 

going to struggle to fit it in – try embedding it in an already occurring activity i.e. like 

the bedtime routine or bath time if possible. 

Sarah and Ben | 19 December 2019 

“ When the child only wants to play on electronics, what do you suggest 
as a response for the parent? 

Robyn | 19 December 2019 

“ Join the child on the electronics – this is about following their lead. Encouraging them 

to participate in other activities can happen at another time. Child led play is about the 

parent following the child interests, not trying to change their interests. 

Sarah and Ben | 19 December 2019 

“ What's the age range that this type of play is suitable for? 

Melinda | 19 December 2019 

“ There are benefits of embedding this early for children, particularly in the first 3 years 

of life due to the rapid brain development, however children of all ages will benefit 

from having a responsive relationship with at least one adult and this approach can be 

drawn upon to support this throughout this period. 
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Sarah and Ben | 19 December 2019 

“ How does a practitioner end a child-led play experience? 

Megan | 19 December 2019 

“ If the child has a concept of time, be upfront about your time available at the beginning 

and then 100% focussed for this period of time. Otherwise acknowledging the play 

experience they have had and create anticipation of playing together again. For some 

children it can be beneficial to prompt them around what is happening following their 

play experience, eg: going in the car with parent etc. 

Sarah and Ben | 19 December 2019 
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