
 

 

 
What Is Messy Play? 

It is easy for adults to see Messy play as ‘mess’ and 
not as a learning experience. 

Through messy play, children learn to create, 
explore and think for themselves. 

Allowing children to explore things that make mess, 
such as paint, clay and mud, encourages them to 
focus on the process of an activity. With the 
freedom to use the resources as they wish, they are 
developing their independence, curiosity and critical 
thinking skills, encouraging them to be independent 
learners throughout their early years journey.  

Physical Development 

Messy play helps your child to examine 
objects and experience different textures and 
materials.  

Using their hands and fingers promotes fine 
motor development such as finger dexterity, as 
well as hand and shoulder strength. These 
skills are the building blocks for future 
handwriting.  

Communication and Language 

Messy play is a wonderful opportunity to encourage 
and develop communication and language skills. 
There are moments to share and exchange words 
about size, colour, quantity, ingredients, texture and 
fragrance. 

It is an opportunity to encourage new words into 
their language such as squishy and sticky as well 
as open ended questions such as “How did that 
happen?” 

  

Messy Play at 
The Under 5’s 

Project 
 

  

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

` 
 

 

 Personal, Social and Emotional 
Development 

Messy play helps to support the social and 
emotional development in children.  

Playdough, painting, mark making, 
manipulating clay and applying glue to paper, 
can provide calming and self regulating 
opportunities for children who are feeling 
anxious and over stimulated. 

Messy play also provides opportunities for 
children to develop self control through 
concentration and processing their ideas and 
thoughts. 

These play opportunities also support children 
in developing relationships with their peers, 
encouraging turn taking, working together and 
supporting eachother. 

 

 
  

Cognitive Development 

Messy play encourages children to develop 
their concentration and problem-solving skills. 
They explore and manipulate materials to 
complete a task from start to finish, such as 
mixing the ingredients needed for making 
playdough. Or remembering glue needs to be 
applied before any decorative pieces, if they 
are to stay. 

Transforming Schema 

Some children will enjoy the transformation of the 
resources they are using such as mixing paint or 
the ingredients for playdough. They will investigate 
and experiment as they watch colours change and 
liquids and solids blend. 

Enveloping Schema 

Some children will wrap themselves in layers of 
clothes or pieces of fabric. These children will also 
enjoy painting themselves instead of the paper. It is 
a feeling of being covered and enveloped that 
supports them to make sense of the world. 

Aprons 

Aprons are available in all rooms and we do our 
best to encourage the children to wear one, 
when they are engaging in messy play. 

For some children wearing an apron can feel 
strange and awkward. The sleeves can feel 
cold and long. They cannot bend their arms at 
the elbow properly and the buttons are at the 
back. 

If a child does not want to wear an apron, we do 
not force them. This could discourage them 
from joining in with the activity and we want all 
children to feel they can take part in messy play 
alongside their peers. 

While we understand parents wanting their 
children to look smart for nursery and how 
frustrating it can be when they get paint on their 
clothes, we do encourage the wearing of older, 
spare clothes for nursery, saving their special 
outfits for the weekends and holidays. 
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