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Daycare is a busy place and there are often small 
groups of children playing different games.   For 
most children, joining a group of children is easy 
and natural.  When they see a child or a group of 
children playing something that looks like fun, 
they either just sit down and join in, or ask simple 
questions such as, “What are you doing?” or “Can 
I play?”. 

For some children, joining a group of children in 
a game can be very challenging.  These children 
might play alone or use inappropriate methods of 
joining in, such as grabbing toys or hitting other 
children in order to get their attention. 

None of these strategies is appropriate. The chil-
dren who grab or hit will probably be seen as 
“trouble makers” and are unlikely to be welcome 
playmates.  Children who do not join in but stand 
alone on the sidelines might be feeling very lonely.  
They also are not learning all the important skills 
that group play can teach. 

Like any new skill, joining in play is a social skill 
that can be taught. Here are two strategies that you 
can use to support children as they try to join their 
peers in play:

Helping Children Learn  
How to Join in Play

1. Social Stories

What are Social Stories?
Social Stories (created by Carol Gray) are a tool 
for teaching social skills to children. Social Stories 
clearly describe challenging social situations and 
provide suggestions about how to behave. The goal 
of a Social Story is to increase the child’s under-
standing of a specific social situation and to offer 
alternative, appropriate responses to it.  By giving 
the child some perspective on the thoughts, emo-
tions, and behaviours of others, Social Stories can 
help the child better predict and understand social 
situations.

Joining In Play
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Joining In Play, continued 

How do I use a Social Story?
It is best to use a Social Story when the child is 
calm and focused. Do not try to use a Social Story 
when the challenging situation is actually happen-
ing. Try reading and talking about the Social Story 
daily (perhaps at the beginning of the day) so that 
the child is able to really understand the story. 

Social Stories are always written from the child’s 
perspective, using positive language in the first 
person (“I”), and in the present tense:

CorreCt: I sit quietly on my mat during 
circle time. 

InCorreCt: Cheryl must not talk during circle 
time. 

When writing a Social Story, make sure that you 
only mention what the child should be doing, not 
what he should not be doing:

CorreCt: I tidy up when I’m finished play-
ing.

InCorreCt: I don’t leave a mess after I’m fin-
ished playing.

Before writing a Social Story, be sure that:

• it focuses on teaching one behaviour or skill,

• you have talked to the child’s parents and other 
child care staff to get their input, as  they  may 
have some unique insight into the situation,

• when possible, the child is involved in writing 
his/her own Social Story,

• it is written at the appropriate level for the child 
and has visual supports, if necessary.

Depending on the child’s skill level, you can write 
a Social Story using words only or you can add 
pictures or photographs.  Here are some examples 
of how to use a Social Story to teach a child to join 
in play:

 2. Role-Playing

What is role-playing?
Role-playing is an interactive strategy that can be 

Sometimes Marika and John play ball together.
I want to play with them. 
I can stand close to them and wait for a small 
break in the game.
Then I can ask, “Can I play with you?”
If they say, “No”, I can ask someone else if I can 
play with them.
If they say, “Yes”, or “Sure,” I can say, 
“Thanks” and then play ball with them.
It is fun to play together.
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Joining In Play, continued 

used to address many social skills.  Role-playing 
consists of acting out various social interactions 
that children would typically encounter. Teachers 
first model the skill and then the children practice it 
by acting it out.  Puppets or other toys can be used 
as “actors” in the role-play.
 
Children should have an opportunity to play each 
of the roles, as well as to be an observer.
Role playing teaches children the actual words 
they can say and the things they can do in specific 
situations. It also gives children an opportunity to 
practice these new skills with their peers.

How do I use role-playing to teach  
children to share toys?

• Step 1 – Model the skill 
Two or more adults model a situation in which 
one asks the other to join her in play. The specific 
phrases and behaviours that the child needs to 
learn are modeled  
 
Role-play a few possible scenarios so that chil-
dren are prepared for different situations:

• Scenario 1 
Teacher A and  Teacher B are playing with 
blocks. Teacher C comes close, taps  
Teacher A on the shoulder, makes eye con-
tact, and says, “Can I play with you?” 
Teacher A says, “Sure”.  Teacher C says, 
“Thanks” and joins the game.

• Scenario 2 
Teacher A and  Teacher B are playing with 
blocks. Teacher C comes close, taps Teacher 
A on the shoulder, makes eye contact, and 
says, “Can I play with you?”

  Teacher A says, “No”. Teacher C says, “OK” 
and goes to find someone else to play with.

• Step 2 – Select role players 
At first, it is best to have children who are more 
experienced at the skill do the role-play and have 
the other children watch and comment.  
If possible, give all interested children a turn to 
do the role-play. It is especially important that 
the child who is having difficulty has a turn to be 
part of the role-play. 

• Step 3 – Children do the role-play 
A small group does the role-play and the other 
children watch and comment. 
 
After seeing a few examples, the child who is 
having trouble with the specific skill can be part 
of the role-play. The child should play many dif-
ferent parts in the role-play. 
 
Encourage the children to role-play different sce-
narios and outcomes (e.g., when someone says, 
“No, you can’t play with us.”)

• Step 4 – Provide feedback 
Children and adults give feedback to the role-
players. Remember, you are modeling how to 
give positive feedback.  Give specific, positive 
feedback to all children involved in the role-play. 
For example, “I liked how Joshua asked Amelie 
if he could use some of her crayons.”

Hopefully, by using these two strategies, and with 
a lot of support and encouragement from you, 
even the most shy and timid of your students will 
become more comfortable joining in play with their 
peers.  Playing with others and making new friends 
are very important components of daycare

                        

For more information:
• Learn more about using  Creating Social Stories.
• Take a look at some of the other social skills in this section such as: Getting Someone’s Attention, Listening to 

Others, Turn Taking, Sharing, and Personal Space.
• Visit our workshops on Playing to Learn for more ideas on encouraging social interaction.

http://www.connectability.ca/connectability/pages/si_tipsheets/creating-socialstories.pdf
http://www.connectability.ca/connectability/pages/si_tipsheets/getting-someones-attention.pdf
http://www.connectability.ca/connectability/pages/si_tipsheets/listening-to-others.pdf
http://www.connectability.ca/connectability/pages/si_tipsheets/listening-to-others.pdf
http://www.connectability.ca/connectability/pages/si_tipsheets/turn-taking.pdf
http://www.connectability.ca/connectability/pages/si_tipsheets/sharing.pdf
http://www.connectability.ca/connectability/pages/si_tipsheets/personal-space.pdf
http://www.connectability.ca/ConnectAbilityWeb/learn/playingToLearn/playingToLearn.html

