
Tips for Expanding the play in Floortime 
 

A response to the parent’s question, “He just keeps doing the same thing over 
and over again” 

Sarah Measures based on “The Child with Special Needs” Greenspan and Weider 

 
How do we get the child to do something new? How do we help him to expand his play 
repertoire with his current skills? How do we help him solve a problem in a new way?  
 
The child’s conflict: On the one hand, he wants to stay with the familiar and safe. On 
the other, he is drawn to the new, exciting, but unknown and risky.  We carefully 
support the familiar while encouraging the exploration of the new. 
 
When trying to get kids to elaborate more on their ideas it is natural to want to race 
ahead beyond the child’s developmental level. His development will be stronger if we 
start from where the child is and first get him strongly engaged with us (get “the 
gleam in the eye”). We welcome repetitive interactions if they lead us into an enjoyable 
dance of reciprocity, especially if that dance has previously been hard for the child to 
achieve: far from being unwelcome this is our foundation. Then, when we have him in a 
dynamic back and forth (when he is “cooking”) we can look for expansion.  
 
Suggestions 
 
Playfully Follow Your Child’s Lead. Look for the child’s affect/agency/desire. 
What draws him? Join and foster his intention. Keep in mind what he wants to 
achieve. This is where his affect lies.  Find out from him by gesture or language what 
he wants from us. 
 
Long, long ping-pongs of interactions build attention span, and initiative leading 
to problem solving and cognitive development. Fueled by affect, sequencing 
becomes stronger as you open and close more circles.  
 
Follow his tiny steps towards expansion. Respond positively to even tiny 
incremental changes introduced by your child even if they seem accidental. If we are 
working on expansion then a child’s small addition to the theme is more significant 
than imitation of our complex play scenario.  
 
Make incremental changes in your interaction.  

The speed of your actions or words (fast/slow/super-slow) 
 Your tone of voice and expression 

The intensity of the action (weak - strong) 
The rhythm of the game (rhythmic, random, pauses)  
Location of the game (close – far) 
Amount (a little – a lot) 

http://www.polyxo.com/floortime/buildingplaypartnerships.html#greenspan#greenspan


 
Introduce tiny steps towards expansion. Gradually increase the number and 
complexity of the circles around one theme.  Suppose a child always initiates the 
same three steps of play. Dinosaur (played by child) roars, giraffe (played by you) 
runs away, dinosaur eats giraffe.  Your small changes can include: have the giraffe go 
slowly instead of fast, have giraffe run further or in a different direction, have giraffe 
roar back instead of running, have giraffe jump in the air instead of walking, have 
giraffe get a bear to stand beside him. Each small new step you make demands from 
him a novel response in action or word. By changing just one step of the play he will 
still have the comfort of being able to understand the overall story and is more likely 
to stay engaged.   
 
Help him to express how he feels before his feeling becomes too intense 
Encourage back and forth circles when he is experiencing different emotions. If he is 
excited, protesting, expecting something, nervous about something, or upset, then 
talking about his hopes and fears will begin to expand his thinking and awareness. 

 
Repair engagement. When engagement is lost, try not to feel discouraged and help 
him to reconnect. Repair of engagement is an essential social skill. When he is not 
immediately understood encourage him to use repair strategies by adding gestures, 
sounds, words or behavior to get his message across.  
 
Build confidence. Encourage your child to initiate and take the next step of play.         
Let the child do to you instead of you doing things to the child. E.g. teasing. Let him 
invent games. Let him determine rules. Give him mastery of his world. (You will 
have other opportunities to work on flexibility and listening to your ideas).  For a 
child struggling to initiate, it is important that you recognize even small changes, 
and emotionally support the change.  
 
Problem solving. Do not do everything for him. Be warm and encouraging but do a 
little less. Expect him to plan, organize and sequence in play and in real life.  Don’t 
solve naturally arising problems for the child.  

a) Let the child identify the problem 
b) Slow things down, encourage initiation  
c) Encourage child to come up with the strategy for finding or fixing things.  
d) Be supportive but let him find solution (minimal scaffolding for success) 

 
Tips and tricks for expanding interaction 
 

• Enjoy the Moment (p.144)  
• Don't just entertain - Interact (p.144)  
• Increase steps need to reach his goal 
• Always expect him to take circle farther  than you thought possible 
• Be Playfully Obstructive: playfully insert yourself in a way that makes it 

harder to ignore you, e.g., being a doggy and getting between her legs (p.147) 



Play dumb/make mistakes (e.g. act confused, do “wrong” thing, be clumsy or 
slow)  

• Use all of the child’s strong affect. Interactions around turning on/off 
vacuum.  

• Be excited about the child’s ideas. 
• Exaggerate gestures and body language. 
• Slow motion dramatic affect. 
• Adjust your pace of play to allow time for your child to reflect on or develop a 

new idea. 
• Substitute affect cue for directions (big shoulder shrugs, wide eyes, sound 

affects etc.)  
• Use voice, facial gestures and pregnant pauses to communicate expectations. 
• Playfully insist on a response—change tone, rhythm, re-word, give choices. 

Use humor. Do something unexpected. 
• Give choices: This way or that way? Cut the cookie in a square or a triangle? 

Up the stairs or to the garage? Sit on couch or chair? How many? Again? 
Fast/slow? High/low?  

• Taffy pulling – what else can we do with this game? 
• Don’t significantly change the game while the child remains engaged with 

you. (This will increase the number and complexity of the circles around one 
theme) 

• Involve all the senses and the vestibular and proprioceptive systems 
• Keep questions occasional and simple.  Questions can discourage 

engagement if they are hard for the child to answer. 
 

Edging towards symbolic play and talk about emotions 

• Offer him simple play themes from his own life that are of high importance to 
him (either positive or negative).  

• Respond to life as symbolic, he sits hits the drum, give him the soldier’s hat. 
He lies down, offer him a blanket and a teddy bear. 

• Offer him a simple play theme from a strong interest such as TV, books or 
video games.  

• Offer him a symbolic theme reminiscent of his sensory likes/dislikes. (e.g. toy 
dogs spinning in office chair) 

• Don't try to "fix" your child's feelings (p.221).  
• Stick with the pretend play: "If your child touches on a sensitive spot during 

pretend play, remember that it's only play. Stay with the game and respond 
as your character would - supportively. If you treat her character's 
aggression or fears as real, you remove the safety of the play" (p.222).  

• Don't slip into parallel play or running commentary; become a character in 
the drama (p.223).  

• Create multifaceted characters in play (not just black and white) (p.242)  



• Ask emotion-based questions: …Instead of asking "What did you do at 
school?" ask, "What was fun at school?" (p.248) Don't stick to questions to 
which you know the answer (p.265).  

• Don't simply tell him what to do… let him argue his viewpoint (p.265) 


