
Your practical guide to sensory play at home



"There are many benefits of Sensory play, often 
termed "Messy Play", especially for babies, 
toddlers and young children. These experiences 
stimulate the senses and assist with learning and 
development of hand eye coordination and fine 
motor skills. 
Children learn about the effects of gravity, the 
behaviour of liquid and solid objects by playing 
with different materials and begin to develop a 
sense of prediction; for example Action versus 
reaction. 
Messy play doesn't necessarily require language, 
therefore children of different ages, 
nationalities, development, and those with special 
needs can play alongside each other and intact on 
the same level. 

Children are active learners, and messy play 
makes it so much fun!

-Anlina Jones, TLA Committee
an excerpt from her article "Messy Play"

So what exactly is Messy Play?

There are a whole range of activities that fall 
into this category and range in degrees of 
Messiness.
The following pages should give you some ideas 
of things you might like to try with your child/
children. 
we have included approximate age ranges, but 
every child is different. You know better than 
anyone what your child is capable of doing. 
Most of the activities we have decided to include, 
are low cost and simple using items you may 
already have around you home.

We have included some 'tested' recipes for the 
more unusual activities. Feel free to make 
adjustments, as you see fit but remember to 
make small changes to avoid wasted ingredients.



 0-2
years

You might be surprised to see this as 
the first page. 
The saying "Don't Play with your 
food!" shouldn't apply to this group. 
Food is full of Different textures, 
colours, temperatures and flavours. 
You can easily use all five senses 
when discussing the ways foods are 
different. 

Rice Bubbles/
other breakfast 
cereal mixes.  

Great 
alternative to 

sand for hiding 
things and 
much more 
tasty to eat.



 0-2
years

Tips:

Encourage your 
child to try new 
foods often, and 
from the very 
beginning

FEEL FREE TO 
EXPLORE 'FOOD PLAY' 
OUTSIDE OF MEAL 
TIMES. 

USE RAW AND 
COOKED FOODS

TRY NOT TO STRESS 
ABOUT THE MESS 
THEY MAKE AT 
MEALTIMES EITHER 
- REMEMBER, ITS 
ALL A LEARNING 
PROCESS!

easy!
All you need:

Seed tapioca (Sago)
water

(optional)
food colouring

follow the instructions on the 
packet. boiling seeds(sago) in water 
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See the 3-5 
yrs Sand 
section for 
a 'Moon 
Sand' recipe

one of the things 
that makes this 
section great - its 
free and easily 
found outside 
most homes!

Another great 
reason to try this 
- size and quantity 
don't matter!

whether you are 
Taking kids to the 
beach to dig build 
sandcastles or 
playing in a small 
tub of sand at the 
table

2 easy ways to clean sand off of 
your child:
wet: (pack a few 3L containers, rises 
milk bottles work well. leave them 
at the car. when it is time to leave, 
you can simple rinse off with your 
water jugs.

Dry: Use baby powder! sprinkle baby 
powder on sandy areas and the 
gently brush away the sand

Tip: wet is 
easier for 
large 
areas as 
you may 
need too 
much baby 
powder
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years

yes, just garden 
rocks and dirt 
make excellent 
sensory play 
experiences!

Don't stress, 
they won't likely 
put much dirt in 
their mouth, as it 
doesn't taste 
very nice!

Note: if you do 
lots of 
gardening, Take 
care not to let 
children play 
with soil that 
contains 
chemical 
fertilisers or 
other nasties 
that could make 
them sick

feeling really 
adventurous and 
messy, go ahead 
and add water -
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**Of course, 
children should 
always be 
supervised when 
they are around 
water!!

*Adding a sponge and some dish soap 
to a bucket, makes lots of bubbles- 
maybe have a 'car wash'

*a paint brush, a bucket and some 
water - enough said!

*Funnels and scoops for pouring

*Freeze some small toys in ice 
blocks and then float them in water 
for those hot days

This should be 
simple, so 
heres some 
ideas, apart 
from bathTime, 
that maybe you 
haven't thought 
of...



 0-2
years

**the more they squeeze the sponge the more 
bubbles they make!

This sounds like a bath, right?! Well it certainly 
could be used for a bath OR just fun water play 
outside on a hot day

TUB of 
BUBBLES:

container/bucket
water
sponges
scoops
liquid soap



 2-3
years

there are a lot of different recipes 
- intact you can find heaps here on 
this american website:

www.playdoughrecipe.com

but this one is our favourite and it 
lasts for months in an airtight 
container. you can find this recipe 
on the side of the Mckenzie's cream 
of tartar container.

recipe:
2 cups plain Flour
2 cups water
1 cup salt
2 tablespoons 
   cooking oil
4 tablespoons of 
cream of tartar

mix the ingredients in a saucepan, stir 
over medium heat for 3-5 minutes or 
until the mixture congeals (which 
means gets thick and doughlike)

**Alternative 
method:
mix dry 
ingredients in 
a bowl, boil 
water, add salt 
and oil. pour 
into bowl and 
stir to 
combine.



 2-3
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so now you have 
plain white play 
dough. You can 
choose to give it 
to your child as 
it is, or you can 
add more to it.

the common 
additive is food 
dye. Liquid or 
gel colouring, 
add small 
amounts and mix 
in completely 
until you get 
the desired 
colour. 

you can also add 
glitter or a 
drop of 
essential oil to 
make it smell 
different

rather than regular cookie cutter 
shapes and rolling pins, try giving 
your child something from the list 
instead and see what they can create

*icypole sticks          *pipecleaners
*muffin tins              *small toy cars
*animals figurines     *dry pasta
*beads                      *goggly eyes
*string/wool



 2-3
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This one is So easy, 
just get a cheap can 
of shaving cream 
and spray on a table 
top or other flat 
surface. 

You can also do this 
in a bath or shower, 
for super easy 
clean up!

Then you can draw 
pictures, shapes, 
letters, etc.

**You may wish to 
test a spot first to 
make sure it won't 
ruin the table's 
finish. 

Edible bath 
paint:
Whipped cream 
Food dye 

Add whipped 
cream to muffin 
pans add 
coloured food 
dye mix and then 
paint 

If you want something similar, and 
your child isn't allergic to dairy, try:
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years

Recipe is simple, 
if you use one 
cup of water 
use 2 cups of 
cornflour. 

adjust the 
amount, but 
make sure you 
don't change 
the ratios

adding green 
food colouring 
is popular, but 
any colour will 
do or just 
leave it white!

Note* You can 
leave this out 
to dry when 
you are 
finished. Then 
just break the 
large piece into 
smaller pieces 
that are easier 
to manage and 
store away for 
later use. When 
you want to 
play again - 
just add water 
until desired 
consistency is 
reached

Or as Dr. Suess 
terms it 
"OObleck"

Recipe:
2 parts -Cornflour 
(corn starch)
1 part - Water

**optional; add 
paint, food dye, 
glitter, essential 
oils etc.

Don't stress if 
your child isn't 
interested. Just 
put it away and 
try another 
day. This one is 
great for the 
3-5+ age group 
too!



 2-3
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Best painting ideas for this age group:

Water painting: 
all you need is water in a container, a 
paint brush and a patch of concrete 
or brick wall that needs painted

finger painting:
Lets admit, they are going to get 
their hands in there anyway, why not 
just except it!

Stamps or sponge painting: Gives 
children a large tool to grip

smocks are good 
to help keep 
clothes clean but 
make sure you 
wear play clothes, 
just incase.

a 'drop cloth' or 
'splat mat' is 
another good idea 
whether they are 
standing or sitting



 2-3
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Open ended tasks are best, and don't 
expect paintings to 'look like' 
anything. 
those beautiful masterpieces will 
come later, just be patient and let 
them create without worry of the 
final outcome.

Why not try making 
your own paint?
There are countless 
recipes on the 
internet but this has 
the easiest ingredient 
list

Materials Needed:

• 2 cups flour
• 2 teaspoons salt
• 2 1/2 cups cold water
• 2 cups boiling water

Instructions:

**Don't let kids 
use this paint 
until it cools 
completely.

Mix the 2 cups 
of flour with the 
2 teaspoons of 
salt. 

Add the 2 1/2 
cups of cold 
water; stir until 
smooth. 
Gradually add 
this mixture to 
the 2 cups of 
boiling water. 
Boil until the 
mixture 
becomes 
smooth and 
thick. 

Add the food 
coloring, a little 
at a time, until 
you get the 



3-5+
years

children in this age bracket are 
definitely developmentally able to 
paint specific things. you may wish to 
write:
a Date and a brief description 
when your child explains it - makes it 
easier to remember later (maybe 

Saving artwork
it will get harder and harder to save 
every single masterpiece that comes 
home. one space saving idea is to 
photograph art and have it made into 
a book. easy to look back on when 
they are older.



3-5+
years

Painting with different items can be 
a fun way to change the activity for 
this group. examples of things to 
try include:

marble/golf ball painting: 
Paper fits in a oven tray with sides,
balls dipped in the paint are then 
dropped on the paper and the oven 
tray is tipped to make the balls roll 
across the paper

Cotton bud painting: 
You could even tie in a multicultural 
twist and briefly explain aboriginal 
artwork with dots!

potato prints: grown ups Cut a 
potato in half and carve a shape on  
the cut end. viola, two homemade 
stamps

Spray painting:
spray bottles are filled with water 
diluted paint and sprayed onto a 
clean white sheet. (**both bottles 
and white sheets can be sourced 
from the $2 shop or op shop, to 
costs down and recycle)



3-5+
years

**Of course conditioner, cornflour and cornstarch 
can vary between brands and from country to 
country. If you find your dough crumbly or it’s 
too damp and sticky, you may need to tweak the 
recipe slightly. Always add small amounts, until 
you get the results you want.

Recipe:
1 cup conditioner
2 cups cornstarch

8 cups of flour 
1 cup of olive oil

Mix and enjoy!
Store in air tight container 

Keen to try this with a younger child?
heres a 'taste friendly' alternative 
that won't matter if it ends up in 
their mouths

AKA Moon Dough - 
an alternative 
playdough recipe



3-5+
years

Recipe
• 7 cups of clean sand 

• 2 cups of corn 
flour(cornstarch)

• 2/3 cup of water

• 2 tsp dishsoap 
Mix ingredients in a container. Add more sand 

or cornstarch if the mixture is too wet/
sticky and more water if it is too dry.



3-5+
years

Children are naturally curious.

What better way to encourage them 
to eat healthy, than to help them 
grow their own food!

Egg cartons make great places to 
start your seeds

playing in dirt, watching things grow 
and watering plants are all part of 
the fun of gardening



3-5+
years

Gardening is a great way to get 
children hands on learning 
experiences and plenty of 'messy 
play' time.
You could even take things a step 
farther by teaching/learning 
together about composting veggie 
scraps and/or how to keep a worm 
farm!

Plants are a bit 
like pets. They 
need you to give 
them food and 
water, protect 
them and care 
for them.



Now, Be on the 
look out for other 
opportunities for 
your children to 
experience 
different things. 
The more they can 
explore the more 
they will learn.

looking for bugs, 
searching for creatures 

in the creek,
playing in the rain, 
splashing in puddles, 
blowing bubbles, 
baking or cooking 

something together

Hope you've 
enjoyed our ideas...



The leopold Toy library would like to thank the 
following organisations and individuals for their 
support in the production of 'Messy Play' 

The Following Blogs are a good resource for 
more sensory play ideas

http://www.growingajeweledrose.com/
http://picklebums.com/
http://nurturestore.co.uk/
http://laughingkidslearn.com/
www.playdoughrecipe.com

**The views of the above blogs do not necessarily reflect the views of the 
Leopold Toy Library. They have been provided as a reference for sensory 
play ideas only.

A big thanks to the 2015 Leopold 
Toy Library Committee and the 
staff at the Leopold Family 
Childcare Centre, for all the 
time and effort that went into 
the creation of this publication 
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