
RESEARCH-INFORMED RESOURCES FOR CAREGIVERS

SERIES 2 · PLAY, WONDER, AND LEARNING

The Invitation to Play

How safe, accessible, thoughtfully prepared spaces can invite children's

exploration, participation, independence, and play.

CONNECTED CAREGIVER

Series 2 - Play, Wonder, and Learning  |  10-12 minutes

Learn  ·  Connect  ·  Grow © 2026 Resources for Caregivers



The Invitation to Play RESOURCES FOR CAREGIVERS

Connected Caregiver  ·  Learn  ·  Connect  ·  Grow Page 2

ABOUT THIS PUBLICATION

Resources for Caregivers publications provide general educational and informational material informed by

research, professional literature, and caregiving practice. Every child, caregiver, family, and situation is

different. The ideas are intended to support awareness, reflection, learning, and informed decision-making;

they are not a substitute for individualized medical, developmental, mental-health, educational, therapeutic,

legal, financial, or other professional advice.

Individual needs, circumstances, and responses vary. Examples, strategies, scripts, activities, and

suggested approaches describe possibilities rather than predictions. Resources for Caregivers does not

promise or guarantee any particular behavioral, developmental, emotional, educational, health, safety,

relationship, caregiving, or other outcome.

Caregivers decide whether and how to use these ideas based on the individual needs, abilities,

circumstances, and safety of the person in their care. Seek guidance from an appropriately qualified

professional when individualized evaluation, advice, or support is needed.

AT A GLANCE

Estimated reading time: 10-12 minutes

Central idea: Thoughtfully prepared environments invite children to explore and communicate that they are

welcome, capable, and trusted.

In this publication, you will explore how to:

1 Offer simple, open-ended invitations to play.

2 Include children in shaping their spaces while protecting the time and emotional calm that curiosity needs.

3 Bring thoughtful environments and caring relationships together.

Throughout the publication, small actions and reflection questions help connect these ideas with ordinary

family life.

Offer Simple Invitations to Play
The places where children spend their days quietly shape the experiences they have within them. A

welcoming reading corner invites a child to linger with a favorite book. A basket of open-ended materials

encourages exploration. A chair beside a sunny window offers a peaceful place to observe the changing world

outside.

These invitations often speak before we do.

Caring relationships create a foundation on which learning can flourish. Thoughtfully prepared environments

can support those relationships by inviting children to explore, discover, and become increasingly

independent.
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Children are naturally curious. Our role is not to create that curiosity, but to protect it, encourage it, and

prepare places where it can continue to grow.

Big Idea: Welcome, Capability, and Trust

Children do not need perfect environments. They need environments that help them feel welcome, capable,

and trusted. Sometimes the smallest changes make the greatest difference: a basket placed within reach, a

comfortable place to read, natural light beside a favorite chair, a pinecone waiting to be explored, or a few

carefully chosen materials instead of many overwhelming choices.

These thoughtful invitations communicate that children belong, are trusted, and have something interesting

waiting for them.

When children experience environments that encourage exploration rather than constant direction, curiosity

has room to grow into confidence.

Choose Possibilities Over Possessions

Children do not need shelves filled with expensive toys to become curious. They need opportunities to

explore, and the most engaging play materials are often the simplest: a wooden spoon, cardboard box, scarf,

basket, pinecone, measuring cup, smooth stone, or plastic colander.

To adults, these may seem like ordinary objects. To children, they are full of possibilities. Unlike toys designed

for one specific purpose, open-ended materials invite children to wonder what an object could become, what

else they might try, and what could happen if they use it in a new way.

There is no single right answer. That freedom encourages creativity, problem-solving, flexible thinking, and

confidence in children's own ideas. When we offer open-ended materials, we are not telling children what to

think. We are inviting them to discover what they think.

Children often remind us that possibilities matter more than possessions.
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ONE SMALL CHANGE

Walk slowly through one room of your home with your child. Look for a small place that could become more

inviting for exploration, then ask your child to choose one safe, open-ended object to include.

It might be:

● a wooden spoon or mixing bowl;

● a scarf;

● measuring cups;

● a small basket; or

● another everyday object that supports safe exploration.

Ask, “What do you think we could do with this?” Follow your child's ideas before offering your own.

Thoughtful invitations begin with thoughtful safety. Choose items appropriate for your child's age, stage of

development, and ability to explore safely.

PAUSE AND REFLECT

Think about a place from your childhood where you loved spending time and the ordinary objects that

sparked your imagination. Then ask:

● What made those experiences meaningful?

● Who gave me the freedom to imagine?

● How can I offer that same sense of curiosity, belonging, and possibility to my child?

There is nothing to purchase or recreate perfectly. Simply notice. Sometimes the richest invitations to play

are already waiting within our homes.

Make Space for Participation, Time, and Atmosphere

Shape the Space Together

A thoughtfully prepared environment becomes even more meaningful when children help shape it. When

adults prepare spaces with children rather than simply for them, something important happens: a reading

corner becomes our reading corner, a basket of nature treasures becomes our collection, and a small shelf

becomes the place where our discoveries belong.

Participation creates more than organization. It creates belonging. Children who help prepare their

environments learn that their ideas matter, their contributions are valued, and they are capable of caring for

the spaces they share. The environment becomes more than a place to play; it becomes a place where

children feel trusted.
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A prepared environment does not need to look perfect. It needs to work well for the child who will use it.

Children often notice possibilities adults overlook: a favorite chair may be too far from the bookshelf, art

materials may be difficult to reach, a puzzle basket may be too heavy to carry, or the cozy space may not feel

cozy to the child.

Instead of deciding every detail yourself, invite your child into the process. Walk, observe, wonder, and listen

together. Small conversations often lead to meaningful discoveries. When children help shape their

environment, they begin seeing themselves as capable of shaping their world.

Protect Time to Investigate

Thoughtfully prepared environments offer children more than interesting things to explore. They also offer time

- time to wonder, notice, experiment, make mistakes, and try again.

Children often remain deeply engaged long after adults think they have finished. What looks like doing the

same thing repeatedly may actually be careful investigation. Each repetition can answer one question and

begin another. When children are not rushed, curiosity has time to deepen, learning becomes richer, and

confidence grows quietly.

Children often need a few extra moments to think, and adults often need a few extra moments to observe.

Those pauses help us notice how children interact with their environment, solve problems, and develop new

understanding. Thoughtful observation can teach us more than another instruction.

Sometimes the greatest gift we can offer is our calm, encouraging presence while learning unfolds.

ONE SMALL CHANGE

Choose one place in your home that your child uses every day. Walk through it together and ask, “Is there

anything you would like to change so this space works even better for you?”

Listen before responding, then make one small change together.

Later, when your child becomes deeply engaged in play, resist the urge to interrupt. Watch quietly for two

more minutes and notice:

● What keeps your child interested?

● What changes from one attempt to the next?

● What problem are they trying to solve?

● What surprises you?

Sometimes the richest learning happens after we think the activity is over.
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PAUSE AND REFLECT

Think about a place where you felt welcomed, capable, or trusted as a child - and a time when someone

gave you the gift of time. Then ask:

● What thoughtful choice helped my child feel welcome today?

● When did I give my child the gift of time?

● What did I notice because I observed a little longer?

● How did those moments strengthen our relationship?

There is nothing to evaluate or accomplish. Simply notice. Small changes to an environment - and small

pauses we give ourselves - can become the moments children remember most.

Let the Environment Become a Caring Teacher

Children begin learning from their environment long before they understand our explanations. Every day, the

spaces around them quietly communicate. A shelf within reach can say, “You are trusted to choose.” A basket

with a few carefully selected materials can say, “Take your time.” A cozy place to read can say, “Rest is

welcome here,” while a family table prepared for conversation can say, “You belong here.”

Thoughtfully preparing an environment means thoughtfully preparing the experiences we hope children will

have. The environment becomes another caring teacher.

As caregivers, it is easy to think first about organization. Children think first about invitations. They move

toward what interests them, return to places that feel welcoming, and spend more time with materials that

encourage discovery.

Instead of asking, “How can I get my child interested in this?” try asking, “What is inviting my child's curiosity?”

That shift changes our role. Rather than directing attention, we create experiences that encourage

engagement. Curiosity grows where participation feels welcome.

Remember That Atmosphere Is Part of the Environment

The environment includes much more than what children can see. It also includes what they hear, feel, and

experience every day: the pace of the day, sounds in the room, tone of our voices, comfort of familiar routines,

warmth of a smile, and feeling of being welcomed.

Long before children understand every word we say, they are learning how a place feels. Sometimes the most

meaningful changes have nothing to do with moving furniture. They begin with slowing a busy moment,

turning off background noise, opening the curtains, speaking more gently, making room for laughter, or

pausing long enough to listen.

These simple choices communicate welcome, safety, and belonging.

Thoughtfully preparing an environment is ultimately about preparing experiences. Those experiences become

memories, and those memories help shape relationships. Children experience environments with all their

senses; the feelings a place creates are just as important as the things it contains.
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ONE SMALL CHANGE

Choose one area in your home that your child uses every day. Together, ask, “How could we make this

space feel even more welcoming?”

You might:

● place books within easier reach;

● add a favorite nature treasure;

● move a chair closer to natural light;

● display your child's artwork;

● simplify a busy area; or

● create a comfortable place to pause together.

Then choose one ordinary routine - breakfast, story time, a walk, bath time, or bedtime - and ask:

● How could this moment feel a little calmer?

● What could I simplify?

● What would help my child feel welcome and included?

● What would help me feel calmer, too?

Sometimes one thoughtful adjustment changes the feeling of an entire day.

PAUSE AND REFLECT

Think about a place where you still enjoy spending time. What makes it welcoming, peaceful, comfortable, or

inspiring? Then consider:

● What feeling do I hope my child experiences at home every day?

● What change has invited more curiosity, calm, or joyful engagement?

● What did my child teach me through the way they responded?

There is nothing to perfect or measure. Simply notice. The environments we prepare often teach us as much

as they teach our children.

Build Belonging Through Environment and Relationship

Main Learning: Belonging Encourages Participation

A thoughtfully prepared environment is never meant to replace a caring relationship. It exists to support the

relationship between a child and the people who love them. An inviting space encourages children to explore;

a trusted relationship gives them the confidence to do so.
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A child who feels safe is more willing to wonder. A child who feels encouraged is more willing to try. A child

who feels trusted is more willing to become independent. The environment can quietly extend the messages

children receive through their relationships:

● “You are welcome here.”

● “You are capable here.”

● “Your ideas matter here.”

Children do not experience relationships and environments separately. They experience the room, people,

sounds, materials, conversations, routines, and opportunities to participate as one whole experience.

When adults thoughtfully prepare environments while remaining emotionally present, children receive

something more valuable than a beautiful space: they experience belonging. Belonging gives children the

confidence to participate; participation encourages learning; and learning strengthens relationships. The cycle

continues.

Invite Participation in Everyday Life

Participation does not require a special activity. Ordinary family routines give children meaningful ways to

contribute and discover that they are valued members of the family.

Children can help prepare lunch, water plants, sort laundry, set the table, or feed a pet. The goal is not to

finish more quickly. It is to offer an achievable role, allow extra time, and notice what the child contributes.

When children participate alongside us, the environment becomes more than the place where family life

happens. It becomes a place they help shape.

ONE SMALL CHANGE

Choose one everyday routine this week: preparing lunch, watering plants, sorting laundry, setting the table,

feeding a pet, or another familiar task.

Instead of completing it for your child:

● invite them to participate alongside you;

● offer a few thoughtful choices;

● allow extra time; and

● notice what they contribute.

Participation is not about finishing the task more quickly. It is about helping children discover that their

contributions matter.
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PAUSE AND REFLECT

● What change in my home has invited more curiosity?

● What change in my approach has strengthened our relationship?

● When did my child seem especially capable because I offered trust instead of direction?

● What family strength do I hope we continue carrying forward?

There is nothing to perfect. Simply notice. Thoughtfully prepared environments continue growing over time,

and so do thoughtfully prepared relationships.

WHERE THESE IDEAS FIT

The Story Worth Saving deepens observation while considering consent and privacy. Everyday Treasures,

Endless Possibilities develops the use of open-ended materials. The Cardboard Box Theater explores

imaginative play and child-led storytelling, while Learning Lives in the Journey helps caregivers notice

decisions, strategies, revision, and learning without turning play into performance. Read together, this

package provides broader context and helps caregivers choose where to explore a particular idea more

deeply.

Key Takeaway
Children are naturally curious. Thoughtfully prepared environments help that curiosity flourish.

Children do not need expensive materials or perfect spaces. They benefit from thoughtful invitations.

Open-ended experiences encourage imagination and problem-solving; participation creates belonging;

observation deepens understanding; and time allows curiosity to grow. The emotional atmosphere of a home

becomes part of the environment children remember.

Most importantly, environments and relationships work together. When children experience thoughtful spaces

and caring relationships, they gain the confidence to explore, contribute, and continue learning every day.

Learn · Connect · Grow

LEARN

What is one idea from this publication that you want to remember?

CONNECT

What did this publication help you notice or reconsider about the person in your care, your relationship, or

your circumstances?
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GROW

What is one small, safe, manageable action you may try, practice, or pay attention to next?

Research Foundations and Further Reading
This brief combines current guidance on play and learning environments with historically influential educational frameworks.

Research supports providing safe, accessible opportunities for play and participation; it does not identify one ideal room, toy

collection, or teaching philosophy for every child.

1 Yogman, M., Garner, A., Hutchinson, J., et al. (2018). The power of play: A pediatric role in enhancing development in young

children. Pediatrics, 142(3), e20182058. This American Academy of Pediatrics clinical report, reaffirmed in 2025, connects

developmentally appropriate play with relationships, language, self-regulation, and learning.

2 National Association for the Education of Young Children. Developmentally appropriate practice: Creating a caring, equitable

community of learners. This professional position statement describes physical, emotional, and cognitive environments that

protect safety and support play, sensory needs, culture, home language, access, rest, and participation.

3 Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University. Developmental environments. This overview places relationships within a

wider environment that also includes built and natural settings, resources, exposures, and systemic conditions.

4 Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University. Serve and return: Back-and-forth exchanges. Responsive exchanges

can support communication and social development; they are an invitation to notice and respond, not a script or measure of

caregiver worth.

5 Montessori, M. (1912). The Montessori Method; Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in Society; and Rinaldi, C. (2006). In Dialogue with

Reggio Emilia. These historically influential perspectives emphasize prepared environments, shared activity, listening, and

children's active participation. Contemporary use should account for individual development, disability access, culture, and

current evidence.

6 Gerber, M., & Johnson, A. (1998). Your Self-Confident Baby. This practice-oriented book emphasizes observation and respect.

It may support reflection but is not a comprehensive evidence review or a substitute for individualized developmental guidance.

Together, these sources support a flexible conclusion: spaces can invite exploration and participation when adults protect safety,

observe the child who is actually present, and adapt materials and expectations to that child's abilities, interests, culture, and

access needs.

A FINAL REMINDER

Choose and adapt any idea, reflection prompt, activity, or suggested response based on the individual

needs, abilities, circumstances, and safety of the person in your care. Seek guidance from an appropriately

qualified professional when a situation calls for individualized support. If anyone may be in immediate

danger, contact the appropriate local emergency or crisis service.

© 2026 Resources for Caregivers. This publication is provided free of charge for personal, family, classroom, and nonprofit educational use. You
may download, print, and share complete, unmodified copies with the Resources for Caregivers name, copyright notice, safety information, and
source links intact. Please do not sell, alter, remove attribution or safety information, repost as a separate download, translate, or incorporate this
publication into a commercial product without written permission.

https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2018-2058
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2018-2058
https://www.naeyc.org/resources/position-statements/dap/creating-community
https://www.naeyc.org/resources/position-statements/dap/creating-community
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/key-concept/developmental-environments/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/key-concept/serve-and-return/

	Offer Simple Invitations to Play
	Big Idea: Welcome, Capability, and Trust
	Choose Possibilities Over Possessions

	Make Space for Participation, Time, and Atmosphere
	Shape the Space Together
	Protect Time to Investigate
	Let the Environment Become a Caring Teacher
	Remember That Atmosphere Is Part of the Environment

	Build Belonging Through Environment and Relationship
	Main Learning: Belonging Encourages Participation
	Invite Participation in Everyday Life

	Key Takeaway
	Learn · Connect · Grow
	Research Foundations and Further Reading

