
SYMBOLIC PLAY

What Is This Developmental Skill?
Symbolic play is the ability to use ooe object, actioq or idea to represe{rt something else. A child may use a

block as a phone, pretend all empty cup contains a ddnk, or actas though a doll is a teal baby. This teflects

gtowing imagination and abstract thinking.

How Does This Normally Develop?
Symbolic plav often begins during the second year of life. Childten frst imitate familiar toutines, such as

feeding or putting a doll to bed. Later, they create longer stoties, assrgpr roles, and use objects in flexible rvavs.

Language development helps children descdbe and expand their pretend ideas.

How Can Neglect Interfere with Its Development?
Children learn pretend play through obsen ation, shared attention, and tepeated interactions with categivers.

When these experieflces are lirnited, plav mav remain concrete or repetidl.e. Chronic sftess may also keep

children focused on immediate safet,v rather than imagination.

What Might This Look Like?
,\ child may rarely pretend, use toys only literally, repeat the same short sequerlce, or struggle to create st<lries.

Some children repeatedly reenact themes involving danget, abandonment, or control and become distressed

when others change the storyline.

Parenting Implications
Provide dolls, frgures, animals, dress-up materials, and er.eryday objects. Irollow the child's lead and add ideas

gentl,v without directing the play. Read stories together and invite the child to act them out or create different
endings.

From Understanding to Attunement
Difficulty pretending does not trreufr z child lacks creativity. Symbolic ptay gtows when children feel safe

enough to explore ideas, relationships, and experieaces beyond what is immediately preseflt.
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