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KerryMurphy
The EarlyChildhood Neurodiversity Affirming Collective 
Website: www.diversepathways.org
Email: queries@diversepathways.org
Instagram: diversepathways_earlyyears

Play and Neurodiversity
in Early Childhood

Early Childhood Specialist (lecturer, author, 
consultant and trainer).
EdD Student exploring how neurodiversity-
affirming CPD can disrupt neuronormativity in 
early childhood practice.
Lived experience of being multiply 
neurodivergent (autistic, ADHD, Mad 
identifying).
A learner and un-learner.
My Play Patterns: Object Personification 
(everything has feelings), Collections 
(Tanuki’s, Russian Dolls, Monchhichi’s), 
Traveller’s Notebook, Swimming, Penguin 
Pebbling.
What are your Play Patterns?

Follow my work on instagram

Before we start, I want to name a lineage. None of what I am sharing appeared 
out of nowhere. This session is rooted in Black feminist thought and 
intersectionality, in the work of bell hooks, Audre Lorde, and Kimberlé Crenshaw. 
It is rooted in Disability Justice and collective access, with huge gratitude to 
Patty Berne, Alice Wong, and Talila A. Lewis. And it is grounded in the 
neurodiversity paradigm and autistic scholarship, shaped by Nick Walker, Robert 
Chapman, Sonny Jane Wise, Abi Miranda, Warda Farah, and Sid Mohandas. I am 
also guided by critical early childhood scholars who disrupt developmental 
common sense, including Mariana Souto-Manning, Oona Fontanella-Nothom, 
and Erica Burman, and by abolitionist education work from Bettina Love. I am 
grateful for these lineages, and while not every single influence is named, it is 
important to acknowledge the labour of others.

Lineage Statement
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Goal One
Troubling Play

Goal Two
Neurodiversifying Play

Goal Three
The neurodiversity-

affirming play framework

Goals of the Session

Visit www.diversepathways.org
for lots of information

Goal Four
Play Patterns

Goal One 
Troubling Play

If Jamel was autistic, how might his lining 
things up be perceieved?

If Jamel was neurotypical conforming, how might his lining 
things up be perceieved?

Schema

Pattern recognition

Repitition
Problem solving

Playful

Meaningful

Symptom

Rigid

Restrictive
Purposeful

Obsessive

Non-functional

Limiting

Play that diverges can be viewed as deficit rather 
than developmental
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Most of what we know about play is based on 
research that centers neurotypical and non-

disabled play and learning, and that then 
becomes the definition and measure of accepted 

play (Mulder, Carter and Graf, 2019).

Play is used as a mechanism through which 
children with developmental differences are then 
judged incompetent, deficient or unskilled in their 
"typical development" (Conn, 2015).Play patterns 

may also go into hibernation (Axelsson, 2023)
Conn, C., 2015. ‘Sensory highs’,‘vivid rememberings’ and ‘interactive stimming’: children’s play cultures and 

experiences of friendship in autistic autobiographies. Disability & Society, 30(8), pp.1192-1206.
Axelsson, S., 2022. The Original Learning Approach: Weaving Together Playing, Learning, and Teaching in

Early Childhood. Redleaf Press 
Mulder, J., Carter, S. and Graf, M., 2019. Right to Play for Children with Disabilities. Canadian Journal of 

Children's Rights/Revue canadienne des droits des enfants, 6(1), pp.197-212..

It could be argued that children are deprived of 
opportunities to engage in self-directed play and 

experience further disadvantages to their 
development due to an intervention, corrective 

and ableist approach to play that is not 
considered valuable.

Play becomes sanitised into purposeful, 
appropriate or functional play whereby the child 
performs their play for the benefit of fitting into 

the developmental norms expected in that space.
Play becomes masked in spaces where it is 

unwelcome.

Neuronormativity imposes on early educators, teachers & 
specialists a notion of a "right” way to play, which must conform 
with typical and non-disabled behaviours. For instance, there is 
an assumption that social play is inherently superior, and if 
children do not advance through specific stages of play, it 
signifies a problem.
This bias is evident when adults assume they have the authority 
to define children's play as meaningful, functional and/or 
purposeful. Often then disregarding or intervening in play that 
does not make sense to them or needs more time to unfold.
Furthermore,neuronormativity implies learning through play 
which is often linked to neuronormative and prescribed learning 
experiences and outcomes is the only valuable way to play.
And yet play is infinite, chaotic and is a form of resistance, not 
compliance. Over time, play has become a productivity measure 
of a child’s worth but play serves many human functions 
including being utterly pointless.

Play doesn’t 
come naturally 

to this child

Be careful

Play properly

This play has no 
purpose...

She has an 
unhealthy 

obsession with 
one toy

Stop
playing alone

Goodley, D., 2014. Dis/ability studies: Theorising disablism and ableism. Routledge
Lewis, T. A. (2021, January, 1). Working Definition of Ableism. Talila A. Lewis. https://www.talila lewis.com/blog.

Play nicely

Share and take 
turns

Neuronormativity in Play
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One of the most liberating things an early years 
educatoror teacher can do is resist the pressure to 
neatly define, stage, or categorise play which 
ultimately reinforces the message that there is a
right or ideal way to play.The truth is that only the 
person who is playing can truly define what play is 
according to their own context. When we step back 
from the urge to mould play, we open space for the 
infinite, expansive possibilities of play. Trying to 
reduce it into tidy descriptions risks narrowing its 
meaning and centering only the kinds of play that 
conform to neuronormative expectations. This is not 
to suggest that there aren’t play patterns that might 
feel uncomfortable for us or that reduce our 
bandwidth (others play can be dysregulating).
Rather, we have to acknowledge that play is a 
complex process with many functions beyond 
learning.

Examples of neuronormativity in play
Believing that play must follow fixed stages, with social play seen as the “gold 
standard” and ultimate goal.

Labeling play as immature or delayed when it doe not align with age+stage 
based norms. For example, viewing a child as “behind” because they remain 
motivated by exploratory rather than so-called “functional” play.

Insistence on learning through play by dismissing play that appears purposeless 
or not obviously linked to learning outcomes or emerging academic skills.

Policing play that feels messy, embodied, or uncomfortable for adults. For 
instance, insisting children “play nicely” instead of honouring how they choose 
to express themselves and ensuring attuned environments.

Treating play primarily as a developmental checkpoint, presuming deficits when 
a child does not engage in expected ways and then using play-based 
interventions to correct play.

Valuing play only when it produces observable results (language, numeracy, 
social skills), which marginalises children whose immersive play is meaningful 
but not easily measured.

Undefine Play

Moment of Reflection

Goal Two 
Defining Neurodiversity
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Neurotypical Conforming

Autistic

ADHD

Neurodivergent

D/deaf

Down Syndrome

Eco-system of Human Difference
Just as every plant species sustains the balance of 
an eco-system,

every human difference sustains the balance 
of our communities.
A forest cannot thrive with only one kind of 
tree.
A garden cannot bloom with only one type of 
flower.
Likewise, education cannot flourish if it only 
values one way of thinking, learning, or being.

Neurodiversity is the inevitable and biological fact of 
human differences
No human is inherently inferior or superior based on their 
differences
Rooted in “neurological pluralism” which means means 
recognising that there is no single “right” way to think, 
learn, or experience the world. Instead, there are many 
valid ways of being, and all of them should be respected 
and valued.
Neurodiversity affirming practice is affording all children a 
holistic understanding where the right conditions are 
optimised for everyone to have a good quality of life and 
meaningful outcomes

Walker, N. Neurodiversity: Some Basic Terms & Definitions. Retrieved at: https://neuroqueer.com/neurodiversity-terms-and-definitions/
Neff, M.A., Neurodiversity 101.
Botha, Monique, Robert Chapman, Morénike Giwa Onaiwu, Steven K. Kapp, Abs Stannard Ashley, and Nick Walker. "The neurodiversity concept was developed collectively: An 
overdue correction on the origins of neurodiversity theory."Autism 28, no. 6 (2024): 1591-1594.

Defining Neurodiversity

Disability and neurodivergence is a teacher. It disrupts 
our conventional views of what is considered “normal” 
or “the right way to be”. When we reimagine human 
difference as the “disruption” only then can our beliefs 
and practices become the the rich and fertile ground 
from which we can cultivate the desire to understand 
difference rather than to eliminate it (adapted from 
Michalko, 2008. P. 414)
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All forms of communicationarevalidand leadto a multi-
modal environment whereeachchild’scommunication 
identity is respected including speaking,non-speaking, 

echolalia, sign, visuals and AAC

Childrenareenabled to pursue their diverse 
play patternsrecognising that there isno 
ideal or right wayof playing.Ratherplay 

serves many functions including learning, 
regulating, restingand processing.

Autistic ADHD Dyslexia

Unhurriedchildhoodsare 
advocated for wherechildren 

can have timetoenter flow 
states.

Self-regulationexistswithin thecontextof 
relational and environmentalco-regulation.

Childrenareunderstoodtohave a repertoireof 
regulation responses including regulatingup 

and down.

Emerging 
NeurodivergentEarly attunement isused toensure that children 

have a good qualityof lifeandaffirmingoutcomes. 
Every opportunity istakentoensurechildren feel a 

sense of communitywhichembracestheir 
differencesandsupportsneeds

Early educatorsrecognise 
that neuroaffirming 
knowledge leads to 

opportunitiestounravel 
deficit systems.

Environmentsaredesigned 
withdiversity inmind 

recognisingthatemotional, 
physical, sensoryandsocial 
spaces empower different 

ways of engaging and 
interacting.

Neurodiversity affirming 
practice isrooted inallyship 

whereparents,carers, 
specialists and educators 
collaboratetodismantle 

barriersandsystem that do not 
work

Humanising languageusedto describe 
children’s livedexperiences. Languageshould 

empower not stigmatise.

Down 
Syndrome

Altered 
States

Stammer

D/deaf

Neurodivergence 
and Disability isa 

teacher
Neurodiversity Affirming Eco-System

in Early Childhood
All ways of being and exisiting are valuable to our early childhood community

© 2025 Kerry Murphy. For personal learning only. No reproduction
or redistribution without permission.

Neurodiversity Affirming Play Eco-System
in Early Childhood

There is no right or ideal way to play. All play 
has value.

Play patterns &expression
Play patterns do not belong to one 
particular way of being, but may be 
more salient. For example, an 
autistic child’s special interests 
may be more focused and intense 
compared to a neurotypical 
conforming child. All play patterns 
are honoured and understood as 
part of the child’s holistic profile.
There is no hierarchisation of play 
patterns, and all are understood as 
meaningful if chosen by the child.

Communication in play

Play is one of the many languages of 
the child meaning much is
conveyed through ways of playing if 
w e choose to tune into play 
patterns. Additionally, play flows 
though many other forms of 
communication; speaking, non-
speaking, gestural, AAC, echolalic, 
signs, visual and expression, to 
name a few.

All ways of playing are valuable to our early 
childhood community

Play has many functions in your early childhood eco-
system including being, learning, resting, processing, 

energy accounting and experiencing emotional 
equilibrium. There is no right or ideal way to play. Play is 

infinite, varied, dynamic, complex and messy.
Some play might not feel okay in the moment as it 

requires support or sensitive scaffolding.

The play environment
Your play environment should offer 
multi-layered and scaffolded 
experiences (single, layered and 
immersie play). For example, ensure 
play-diverse spaces such as;

low-arousal zones alongside rich 
sensory areas.
Unhurried time.
Flexible exit and entry points. 
Environments empower, not 
restrict.

Grown-up role in play
As adults, w e may have grown up 
but w e don’t need to have grown 
out of our own playful selves. Play 
empathy is essential in enabling 
play. Try:

Understand your own play 
patterns.
Follow the child’s lead 
Observe with neuro-informed 
eyes.
Don't interrupt flow states.
Tune in, rather than correct. 
Mirror to understand not always 
to model.

Play moves in spirals not stages
In your eco-system, trust that children will loop into and 
out of play patterns that are meaningful to them in that 

moment. Children return to play patterns that offer 
depth,nrevisiting, expanding, processing.

Looping into play means children can have their needs 
met through their innate drive for play.

Emotional and Energy 
Equilibrium within play
Play can be a gateway for 
responding to different energy 
states such energising up, down 
or finding your energy equilibrium. 
Children may use play as a way of 
processing emotion, or resting 
from emotions work.
Altered states (Wise , 2021) are  
supported through access to play.

Language around play
Non-deficit
humanising language in all 
communication and 
documentation
Avoid autistic play tropes i.e. 
restrictive, non-functional e tc 
Offer neutral descriptions of
play patterns not yet understood 
Whe re play is high-intensity,
plan for safe ty first

Relationships &community

Like adults, children’s re lationships are 
complex and multi-faceted. All kinds of 
connections and conundrums emerge in 
play with and alongside peers. Our role
is not to pacify, normalise or minimise 
these complexities, but to he lp children 
navigate the ir relationships in ways that 
are healthy. W e should develop playful 
empathy, while respecting that children 
will differ and diverge from each other, 
but as a community, everyone can look 
out for one another in recognition of 
the ir similarities and diffe rences.

Unhurried childhoods

Our role in early education is not to 
educate children out of the ir play 
instincts so they are school ready. 
Children need to be taught how to 
re tain these instincts through;

Long unbroken periods of play
Time to flow through different
experiences
warm up’s and cool down’s 
Access to flow states 
Support in stuck states
Time to hover, observe, take  
detours and ponder
Orbiting play outside of their 
comfort zone to build 
confidence in new experiences

Early attunement & quality of play life

Early attunement ensures children have affirming play experiences where play 
is understood as a right, not a reward. Play is considered an innate part of who 

children are and their expressions of play will be unique and infinite. Play is 
understood to contribute towards all children’s quality of life.

Neurodiversity affirming practice is rooted in justice and solidarity

Play is not just something nice for children to experience but relates to the 
development of their personhood, funds of knowledge and unique ecology. Play is 

not neutral and every effort is made to ensure play is equitable, accessible and 
respected. Play made be subject to bias or be biased, and educators should address 

these in timely, sensitive and direct ways. For example, a child whose play reflects 
cultural or family practices unfamiliar to the educator may have their play misread

or redirected. A child who plays in ways outside gender expectations may encounter 
subtle correction. Both are moments where unexamined bias shapes whether a 

child's play, and personhood, feels welcome.

Kerry Murphy (2026) Neurodiversity Affirming Play Eco-System — for personal learning only. No reproductionor redistribution without permission.

Exploring your care label
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What is your Care Label?

Sunlight
Being seen and 

affirmed

We all deserve to be in environments that take careof us and help us to 
grow and belong. Embracing our unique strengths, and accepting our 

struggles. We need spaces that enable our wilding waysto grow in 
deeply human ways.

Shade
Having time to 
recover and 

repair

Watering 
Consistent and 

responsive 
experiences

Season
Cycles of 

growth and rest

Soil
The conditions 
we are growing 

within

Nutrients 
Being sustained 
enough to grow

Space 
Room to 
stretch,

connect and 
regulate

Roots
To be able to 

rise while 
rooted

Like plants, we rely on the right conditions, nutrients 
and nurturing to fully blossom and bloom. As humans 
we need different things to thrive, based on who we 

are. Plants often come with care labels telling us what 
they need to grow. Maybe we as humans need those 

care labels too to ensure we can advocate for 
ourselves.

Explore our resources
WWW.DIVERSEPATHWAYS.ORG

Goal Three
The neurodiversity-affirming play 

framework

Access our full play guidancehere

Play patterns refer to the unique ways children engage in 
play. In the context of neurodiversity, this includes 

recognising that children may have divergent rhythms, 
preferences, and intentions in play that might not align 
with neurotypical conforming play types or stages. We 

have a lot to learn about diverse play patterns.Play Pattern

Play Culture
Play culture refers to collective values, attitudes, patterns, 
practices and beliefs within a particular group or context.

It encompasses the ways in which play is understood, 
encouraged, and structured in various contexts, including 

families, schools, and broader societal settings. Play 
culture involves the beliefs about the importance of 

diverse play, how children engage in play, what types of 
play are valued, and how play influences social 

relationships, learning, and development.

Stenros (2021) suggests that play 
creates new types of social behaviour, 
ways of playing, and ways of being in 

the world. In essence, the more 
opportunities children have to engage 

in play, the more diverse their play 
patterns become, which enhances our 
understanding of human nature and 
play culture. And so, when we do not 

understand the play patterns of 
children, that does not mean that the 
play is wrong, or inappropriate, rather 

we have yet to make sense of it.
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Play Patterns (Conn,
2015)

Play Frequencies

Play Spirals 
(Axelsson, 2022)

Play Hibernation 
(Axelsson, 2022) & 
Stuck States

Diverse Pathways

The preferences and forms of play a child naturally engages in.

The energetic and relational states of play. For example, self-directed play, guided play, and
playful instruction. Frequencies replace the idea of a linear continuum, offering a more fluid
way to understand how play shifts across contexts and relationships.

The motion and direction of play patterns over time, marked by flow, repetition, and return. 
Children loop in and out of play patterns depending on their needs at that moment. Early 
attunement supports educators in recognising those needs, instincts, and desires.

The temporary withdrawal or reduction of play patterns. For example, if a child does not feel 
safe to play, their play may enter a period of hibernation.

Recognises the multiple, unique, and valid pathways each child may take in their 
developmental journey.

Neurodiversity-Informed Play Framework

Let’s bewilder ...Stage theories

Most early years educators will, at some 
point, have learned about stage theories, 
whether in relation to developmental 
milestones or types of play.
For many years, the mantra “stages not 
ages” shaped how we thought about a 
child’s developmental progress.
However, these models are increasingly 
being questioned for their neuronormative 
implications, as they assume children will 
move sequentially through stages, often in
a hierarchy that places certain skills or traits 
at the “highest” level.

Stimming

Flow State
Accessing rulingpassions

Solitary PlayPenguin Pebbling

Rest Play

The Spiral Approach to Play

Proximity Play

The Spiral Approach to play recognises that children loop in and out of play patterns via a spiral approach 
based on what they might need in that moment. For example, an autistic child may be highly sociable but 
benefit from bursts of solitary play in order to recover from the social demands. Stage theories lead to 
pathologisation and regression whereas Play Spirals enable us to recognise the many functions of play.
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Guided Play

Self-Directed Play

Co-Constructed

Adult-led

Playful Instruction

Self-Directed Adult-ledCo-Constructed

Play Frequencies describe the different 
energetic rhythms that emerge between 
children and adults during play. Just like

tuning into a radio signal, we need to sense the 
right frequency, whether a child is bouncing in 
their own flow, co-regulating through shared 

rhythms, or engaging in guided or playful 
instruction. Each frequency carries its own 

possibilities for connection and discovery. By 
attuning to these frequencies, educators can 

recognise when to bounce alongside, roll 
gently toward, or pause to let the play find its 
own rhythm, ensuring play remains dynamic, 
relational, and developmentally meaningful.

Adapted from Pyle, A. and Danniels, E. (2016) ‘A Continuum of Play-Based Learning: The Role of the Teacher in Play-Based Pedagogy and the Fear of Hijacking Play’, Early Education and
Development, 28(3), pp. 274–289. doi: 10.1080/10409289.2016.1220771.

Kerry Murphy (2026) —for personal learning only. No reproduction or redistribution without permission.

Play Frequencies

Autistic Development as a constellation

Embodiment

Communication Identity

Social Diversity

Regulation RythmnsAnalytical Language Processing

Stimming

Interoception
Vestibular

Proprioception

Movement Driven

Penguin Pebbling

Seeking Highs, Glimmers and Glows

Monotropism

Apraxia

Hyperlexia
Energy

Rest

Flow States

Gaming

Echolalia

Special Interest People

Vivid Imaginations 

Companionship

Masking

Cognitive and affective empathy

Non-speaking

Action as interaction

Desire for autonomy

ParallelPlay 

Body Doubling

Sociability

Perspective Taking

Heightened schema
Alexythmia

Proximity Play

Ruling Passions

Mindwandering

Empathy Gaps

Augmentativeand Alternative Communication User

infospilling

inertia

Play Patterns

Predictable

Solitary Play

whole to part

Gestalt Language Processing

Situational

Goal Four 
Play Patterns

Access our full play guidancehere
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Theme: Sensory &EmbodiedPlay Patterns

Pattern One:Seeks out “Sensory highs” and Glimmers

Pattern Two:Playful Self-stimulatory repetitive actions (stimming)

PatternThree:Heightened schema and repetitive play

Pattern Four:Affinity with Nature 

Pattern Five:Whole to Part Play 

Pattern Six:Attention to Detail Play

Theme: Focused &Monotropic PlayPatterns

Pattern Seven:Monotropic Play and Flow States 

Pattern Eight: Special & Intense Interests (Passions) 

Pattern Nine:Collections and Curiosities

PatternTen: Play structured by mental rules

Theme: Autonomy andPredictability

Pattern Eleven:Predictable and autonomous play

Pattern Twelve: Embodied Play

Theme: Imagination and Internal Worlds

Pattern Thirteen: Vivid imaginings, daydreaming, mind wandering, or 
retelling intricate details

Pattern Fourteen: Diverse, adaptive and internally rich imaginations 
and creativity

Pattern Fifteen: Setting up play scenes

Pattern Sixteen:Connection to objects as alive or sentient and 
Anthropomorphism

Theme: Social Diversity and Companionship

Pattern Seventeen: Social Diversity including solitary play

Pattern Eighteen: Seeking friendships through companionship

Solitary Play & Solitary 
Detours

Play Patterns

Definition
Solitary play is not loneliness. For many autistic 
children it is a chosen, cherished state. Playing 

alone offers deep focus, sensory regulation, and
the kind of cognitive ease that comes from being 

entirely in charge of your own experience. The child 
decides the pace, the noise level, the space, and 

the rules. There is no need to monitor others, 
negotiate, or mask. This autonomy is not a barrier
to connection, it is a foundation for wellbeing. A 

child who plays alone and plays happily is telling us 
something important about what they need.

Solitary detours refer to children who may engage
in socially but like to take detours or breaks from 

the social demands.

© 2026 Kerry Murphy. For personal learning only. No reproduction or redistribution without permission.

Definition
Being side-by-side reduces sensory-social load. 
The child can enjoy another’s presence without 
having to process complex social or 
multisensory cues, such as direct eye contact.
Parallel play enables children to co-exist
comfortably while still pursuing their own 
sensory rhythms and focus.

Parallel Play

© 2026 Kerry Murphy. For personal learning only. No reproduction or redistribution without permission.
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Definition
Penguin pebbling in play is the spontaneous, 
heartfelt act of bringing something to a person you 
care about, not because of an occasion, but 
because it made you think of them. A stone from 
the playground, a particular leaf, a drawing, a 
favourite object held out in a small hand. For 
autistic children this is a profound and valid form of 
social connection and can be a way of initiating 
play without words.

Penguin Pebbling 
(Amythest Schaber )

Play Patterns

© 2026 Kerry Murphy. For personal learning only. No reproduction or redistribution without permission.

Access to Play
patterns

To access and download our full play 
patterns guidance, please scan the QR 

code below:

© 2026 Kerry Murphy. For personal learning only. No reproduction or redistribution without permission.

Definition
Deep, sustained focus on a single play activity or 
interest, often to the exclusion of other stimuli.

This can often lead to flow states (and stuck 
states). This immersive state, sometimes lasting 

long periods, can bring joy, comfort, and 
regulation, with the child fully absorbed in the play.

Monotropic Play (Edgar,2023) 
and Flow States 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 2014)

Play Patterns

© 2026 Kerry Murphy. For personal learning only. No reproduction or redistribution without permission.
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Normative assumption: Children are expected to develop attention polytropically—that is, by eventually shifting cognition between 
different tasks with ease including paying sustained attention to an external source.
Diverse assumption: Attentional control is now understood as a diverse process that can follow multiple developmental pathways. 
However, children often find themselves in environments that work against their attentional style.

Polytropicattention refers to attention that 
can be spread across multiple things at 
once. It allows for shifting between tasks, 
contexts, or stimuli with relative ease.

Monotropicattention refers to focused, 
deep, and sustained style of attention where 
energy is concentrated on a narrower range 
of interests or stimuli, often making shifting 
attention more effortful (Murray, Lesser and 
Lawson, 2005). You are more likely to be 
Monotropic if you are autistic, ADHD or both 
autistic and ADHD

Interotropism is a lived experience 
explanation for those whose attention 
switches between different ideas or 
tasks quite rapidly connecting different 
ideas(Wise, 2025).

Monotropic split

Flow States Stuck States

Inertia
Processing time

Multi-flow state

Dysregulation

Procrastination

Play and Attention

Depth by Design

The rhythm, pace an d space is designed for uninterrupted, self-
directed play, learning an d rest

The environment is low-demand an d free of visual noise, 
distractions an d disruption so children can enter flow states

The environment is organised in a logical way with predictable 
layout, resourcing an d a balnce of gentle novelty an d provocation

Children gently transition between tasks with plenty of buffer time 
an d subtle reminders an d cues

Educators loop into parallel play, body doubling an d read whole 
body cues for shared play experiences

Children interests, ruling passions an d play patterns are actively 
incorporated into planning

Monotropic play is enabled to unfold over time with recognition of 
deep learning, regulation an d motivation

Disruption by Design

The rythmn,pace an d space contains lots of routines, 
transtions an d direction for learning.

The environment is high demand an d competes for the child’s 
attention, such as being visually noisy.

Monotropic overwhelm is present as children cannot make 
sense of the environment, resourcin an d have decision fatigue

Task switching is frequent with little time for transition

Educators meddle in the middle too much often directing play 
an d imposing their teaching

Children’s interests are considered but not actively 
incorporated into planning

Sabotage and redirection is used for prolongued monotropic 
play

Meaningful Monotropic Spaces

Explore the Play Patterns



4 /2 2 /2 0 2 6

13

Digital Tools
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Primary Play Patterns

What do you notice a child returns to again and 
again in play?
What play patterns seem to support their 
regulation, focus, or joy?

Play Hibernations

When does the child withdraw or resist 
engagement?
What might the child be protecting (e.g. energy, 
sensory safety, autonomy)?

Play Scaffolding

How might you support, not steer, their play 
pattern?
Is the environment flexible enough to allow their 
play style to unfold?

Autistic Play Profile

Kerry Murphy (2026) —for personal learning only. No reproduction or redistribution without permission.

Possible Play
Pattern

What this looks like in practice How you will support Neuro-affirming Check-in Possible Developmental gains

This play pattern dictionary is designed as a reflective tool rather than an assessment framework. It invites you to notice recurring patterns in a child’s play without judging, correcting, or steering them toward a more
“typical” form of engagement.
Rather than asking “Is this normal?”, the dictionary asks:
Wha t does this pattern tell us about the child’s regulation, joy, autonomy, and meaning-making?
Use this table to document what you observe, how you are choosing to respond, and how you are checking your own assumptions. Play patterns are not fixed traits. They shift across contexts, energy levels, environments, and 
relationships.
The aim is not to categorise the child, but to deepen understanding and attunement.

Soundscape
Building

Child layers environmental sounds intentionally
—tapping blocks rhythmically, humming, 
dragging chairs for vibration, adding whispered 
commentary. They appear absorbed in the  
auditory texture rather than social interaction.

Offer safe sound-making materials. Protect the
sensory experience while ensuring others are 
comfortable. Invite recording or replaying the  
soundscape. Avoid shutting it down purely 
because it is repetitive or non-conventional.

Am I viewing this as noise, or as composition?
What sensory need or creative drive might be  
unfolding here?
Whose tolerance levels are shaping my 
response?

•Auditory discrimination and sensory
processing refinement
•Pattern recognition and rhythm sequencing
•Early musicality and creative composition
• Emotional regulation through vibration and 
repetition
•Focused attention and sustained engagement
•Expressive communication through non-verbal 
sound
•Experimentation with cause and effect
•Spatial awareness through sound movement

PLAY DICTIONARY

Kerry Murphy (2026) —for personal learning only. No reproduction or redistribution without permission.
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What investment areyou making in playtoday?
Too often, children’s play is approached as something to extract from rather than something to invest in. Yet when we recognise play as wide-ranging in function and value, we begin 

to see that investing in play creates meaningful gains for children. As a play on the word payment, playments describe the intentional investments we make in children’s rights and 
access to play so that their everyday experiences are enriched.

Personalised PlaymentsReflection PromptPlayment Type

Play and playfulness for Learning What is the intention, impact and benefit to the child? How might the
for example, open-ended materials, provocations, invitiations, adult- play be experienced individually and collectively? 
directed experiences and activities, learning objective driven.

Play for Rest which is break from learning What playments will protect quiet, slow, or restorative moments? Are 
for example designated rest spaces, cosy time, pointless play, calm music, rest spaces available for play in this way?
unhurried transitions, uninterrupted.

Play for Energy and Emotional Equilibrium What playments will help children feel safe enough to express 
for example, repetition, rhythmic play, sensory immersion such as water emotion and regulate their energy so they can move towards 
play, dough, rocking, parallel and low demand play. equilibrium?

Play for Connection What playments will nurture moments of connection, collaboration,
for example, proximity play, cooperative games, shared stories, den building, quality time and togetherness? How will children be supported to be
meal-time conversations and quality time. ease with one another without being socially demanding and taxing?

Play for highs, glimmers and glows What playments exist purely to activate “feel good” experiences? 
for example, dancing, silly songs, surprise provocations, laughter,
celebrations

Play for Movement What playments will give children the physical release and energy 
for example, running, climbing, stretching, rough-and-tumble, obstacle reset they need?
courses and dancing

Play for agency and autonomy What playments will honour child-led choice, autonomy, and voice? 
for example, uninterrupted, self-directed, flow states, freely, without
intervention

It can be overwhelming to
witness/experience/take in all the injustices of 
the moment; the good news is that they’re all 

connected. So if your little corner of work
involves pulling at one of the threads, you’re 

helping to unravel the whole damn cloth.

Ursula Wolfe-Rocca
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