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Independent Play 
 
 

Overview 
 

Teaches: 

How to appropriately occupy time while alone. 
Focuses on individual skills such as choosing an 
activity, staying on task for an appropriate duration, 
playing with toys/activities according to their function 
(and while refraining from self-stimulatory behavior), 
cleaning up when finished. 

Before beginning: 

It is helpful (but not required) that the child be able to 
successfully respond to low-intensity prompt 
strategies such as gestures and models; this lesson is 
designed to not be interactive in nature, and as a 
result, necessary prompts should be as minimally 
intrusive as possible. 

Why it’s important: 

The ability for a child to appropriately occupy his own 
time is an important developmental milestone that is 
useful to the child and his family and school staff on a 
daily basis> Examples are the ability to play alone 
while Mom cooks dinner, ability to engage in a “free 
time” activity when done with work at school, etc. 

Materials needed: 

Various age appropriate toys/activities that are 
designed for solo play  (see list below).  
Be sure to include options beyond electronic media 
(television, iPad, video games); while media can be 
useful & enjoyable in some situations, it is not 
desirable that the child be solely dependent on one of 
these devices to occupy his attention>  
A timer of some kind can also be useful in measuring 
duration of play. 

Generalization 
activities: 

Independent play skills can be generalized across 
environments of home, school, friends’/relatives’ 
homes, doctor’s office, other community locations 
requiring longer wait times.  
 
Situations that provide prime opportunities to practice 
and generalize independent play include: while parent 
is preparing a meal, while parent is on the phone, while 
sibling is doing homework or completing a household 
chore, after completing assigned work in the 
classroom. 
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Steps 
 
Prepare  
1. In a quiet place free of distractions, make several independent activity 

options/toys available and easily accessible to child. 
2. Make sure a reinforcer assessment has been recently completed, and that 

the child is motivated to learn and earn! 
3. Prepare child for what behavior is expected, and remind him of what he is 

working to earn (e.g., “You have 5 minutes to play by yourself> If you play 
nice, you will earn_______.”) 

(NOTE: the brief “play nice” instruction above should be tailored to 
the individual child to address any particular difficulty he is 
expected to encounter; for example, if he is usually loud, include a 
reminder to “Play quiet”, or if he often dumps out all of the bins, 
remind him to “Choose one thing!”, or if he usually roams the house, 
remind him to “Stay in this room.”) 

 
4. Have data collection materials (pen/pencil/paper or tablet) ready. 
5. Set a timer to measure duration and allow child to begin playing. 
6. The teacher should remain at an appropriate distance that is close enough 

to collect data and redirect the child if necessary, but far enough to allow 
the child the sense of being alone. 
 

 
Teach 
1. When teaching this lesson, using active observation and active restraint is 

important! 
 

2. For this lesson, teaching involves stepping in only as needed, in order to 
redirect an inappropriate behavior> “Inappropriate behavior” in the context 
of this lesson is defined as actions that are endangering the child’s or 
others’ safety, actions that would draw negative attention from others in a 
community or classroom setting, engaging in repetitive self-stimulatory 
behavior, or not following a specific instruction given (e.g., if the child is 
told to stay in the room and then exits). 

 
3. Redirection or prompting should occur in the least intrusive manner 

possible, in order to avoid this lesson becoming interactive rather than 
independent play> Once successful redirection occurs, the teacher should 
move back out of the child’s play area. 
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4. Timer or stopwatch should be monitored to ensure that lesson stays within 
the allotted, pre-determined time> This is important to help ensure the 
child’s success in this lesson; duration should begin with a shorter amount 
of time within which the child can be successful and then systematically 
increase as he demonstrates the ability to do so. 

 
5. When allotted playtime is complete, teacher can step in to conclude 

session and deliver simple feedback on how the child played (e.g., “Good 
staying in this room!” “Nice driving the train on the track!” “Great job playing 
quietly!”)> Deliver reinforcement. 

 

 
Typical Order of Learning Targets: 
 
**NOTES: 
--Targets may be adjusted from this suggested order, as based upon the 
needs of the child>  
--Typically, “skill based” targets should be mastered in short durations before 
extending independent play session to longer durations>  
--Teacher may also, based upon the child’s needs, consider setting individual 
toys/activities as targets for mastery, in the context of independent play (i.e., 
introducing toys one at a time, rather than offering an assortment of activities). 
 
 

1. Child selects toy/activity 
2. Child stays within boundaries of room/play area 
3. Plays with toy/activity appropriately and according to its function (i.e., 

not repetitive, self-stimulatory behavior). **Keep in mind that 
pretending, and some use of the toy as a different object in the context 
of pretending, is developmentally appropriate and to be encouraged!**  

4. Cleans up toy/activity when finished playing 
5. Tolerates being left alone without direct adult interaction for specified 

duration 
6. Refrains from __[specific inappropriate behavior]__ while playing alone. 

(Possible examples: throwing toys, putting toys in mouth, climbing 
furniture, screaming, etc.) 

7. Duration: 3 minutes 
8. Duration: 5 minutes 
9. Duration: 8 minutes 
10. Duration: 10 minutes 
11. Duration: 15 minutes 
12. Duration: 20 minutes 
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Suggestions for Independent Play Toys/Activities: 
 
**Keep in mind, when selecting activities for this lesson, that they need to 
be ones for which the child does NOT require assistance in order to play. If 
the teacher selects activities that have not been mastered or are beyond 
the child’s existing ability, this lesson will inevitably turn into interactive 
play where the teacher is trying to help the child learn how to play with 
that activity, or will predispose the child to self-stimulatory or other 
inappropriate behavior since he does not know what to do with the toy!  
Please evaluate materials and suggestions in light of child’s current ability. 
 

• Age appropriate Legos (various sizes corresponding to age), or other 
building blocks 

• Mastered puzzles 
• Stringing beads 
• Cars 
• Train and tracks 
• Dolls or stuffed animals 
• Shape sorter 
• Stacking rings 
• Books 
• Farm / animal figurine play sets 
• Musical instruments 
• Action figures 
• Coloring books  
• Beanbag toss 

 
 


