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Executive summary

Objectives

This guide will focus on introducing students to inclusive play and the 
fundamentals of design, methodology and evaluation of play for all.

Description

This guide will present students with a theoretical basis for inclusive play. 
It will address the fundamentals of design, methodology and evaluation of 
play for all, starting with an awareness of social, sensory, communication and 
physical barriers, etc. and identifying them in the natural play environment in 
natural breaks in the school period. The guide will also highlight the right to 
inclusive education and recreation, and emphasise the idea that the school 
environment is the all-important first link in the chain to establish these rights 
during childhood and ensure that they last over time.

The guide will provide a detailed understanding of:

 ▪ Childhood play. Free play and accessible play.
 ▪ Benefits of play for children.
 ▪ Guidelines for the analysis of free play in childhood.
 ▪ ▪Methodology for the design and implementation of inclusive play.
 ▪ Support resources for play (accessibility, physical, cognitive and 

communicative conflict resolution, etc.)
 ▪ Evaluation of results and reconsideration of the intervention.

Results and conclusions

The production of this guide is significant and innovative, as it will offer a 
theoretical perspective of inclusive play in childhood, focusing on free play 
in leisure time of the student body. In this sense, it will provide knowledge 
in relation to the methodology of work for teachers in order to promote 
accessibility to free play during childhood.

Teachers of Education and Sports Science degrees may include this content in 
their related subjects (in the areas of education, leisure or specific disability) 
thus providing their students with skills that will enable them to be inclusive 
professionals in their future fields.
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Theory guide on play. Play as a 
facilitator of inclusion.

Introduction

Play is the most natural way of learning, having 
fun and interacting with peers during childhood, as 
demonstrated by numerous studies. The advent of 
technology and technological games has removed 
the popular, active and socially interactive play of 
yesteryear from children’s leisure time. Play tends 
to disappear from recreational spaces, manifesting 
itself in the decrease in the time that children 
play and in the decrease in their levels of physical 
activity, observing an increase in technological 
play from an early age and a decrease in play time 
among peers in real contexts 1-3. This is one of the 
reasons for the high levels of overweightness and 
obesity in childhood, so keeping children physically 
active through a motivating activity has become a 
social concern echoed by the school environment. 
On the other hand, educational play is increasingly 
present due to the evidence found in neuroscience 
about the link between emotion and learning, 
reflected in practice by the growing interest in its 
use as the most effective methodology for learning 
at school. The presence of play in childhood, 
therefore, is necessary and very useful. 

In this sense, administration and educational 
professionals recognise play as a natural need 
and a learning opportunity for children, seeking to 
preserve its presence in the school environment. 
However, in the childhood of many children, the 
reality is that there are situations of exclusion 
and non-play. When these situations occur 
sporadically or occasionally, they can favour a new 
learning opportunity for all. If, on the contrary, 
these situations are repeated regularly, those who 
are excluded may face permanent and harmful 
social exclusion. Furthermore, such situations 
do not provide a good education for those who 
exclude others and ignore exclusion, especially if it 

is reinforced by the adults present, as can happen 
in schools.

Specifically, during school recess periods, students 
are identified who do not participate in any play 
and do not gain the personal benefits that the 
recreational environment provides. Such students 
may even find themselves in a situation of 
vulnerability in terms of suffering bullying. That 
is why it is of utmost importance to promote real 
and effective opportunities for inclusive games in 
the educational environment in order to activate 
natural learning and prevent bullying. Likewise, 
the implementation of a project to re-invent break 
times and make them more inclusive and more 
enjoyable, improves the coexistence of students 
and decreases the number of conflicts1 since play is 
a means for learning conflict resolution techniques.

In this guide we are not going to approach play as a 
learning methodology. Instead, the main objective 
is to increase the enjoyment of free play in leisure 
time and improve the experiences of all children. 
If implemented correctly, then undoubtedly, some 
important incidental learning will occur. 

It should also be noted that, although it is easy 
to transfer to other areas other than education in 
which children’s play is present, in this guide we will 
focus on the approach to situations in educational 
contexts. The PINC materials, and specifically 
those in this guide, aim to provide a pedagogical 
baseline on which to build inclusive play and an 
implementation methodology from a pedagogical 
approach.
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CHILDHOOD AND PLAY
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BENEFIT

COGNITIVE

Encourages the use of creativity 3

Develops the imagination 3

Promotes healthy brain development 6,7,8

Helps to adapt to the school environment 6,7,8

Helps to improve the predisposition for learning 12,13

Improves learning behaviours 14,15,16

Improves problem solving skills 14,15,16

EMOTIONAL

Helps conquer fears 9,10

Develops confidence and resilience to tackle new challenges 9,17,18

Teaches self-defence strategies 9,17,10

Promotes the discovery of new areas of interest 9,17,19

PHYSICAL
Develops physical strength 3

Builds healthy, active bodies 20,21

Is an important strategy to tackle the childhood obesity epidemic 20,21

SOCIAL

Allows children to practise other roles 9,10,19,22

Teaches conflict resolution 9,10,19,22

Promotes sharing 10,19,22

Encourages teamwork 10,19,22

Provides opportunities to practise decision making 9,10,19

Table 1. Benefits of play on health and quality of life in childhood and its social repercussions. Taken from Ginsburg (2007).

Childhood and play

Definition and characteristics of play
To begin this guide, it is necessary to define the 
concept of play from the child’s perspective. Although 
there have been many definitions of play throughout 
history, we will take as a reference the one provided by 
the Convention of the Committee on the Rights of the 
Child 4, which describes play as: “Any behaviour, activity 
or process initiated, controlled and structured by children 
themselves. It takes place wherever and whenever the 
opportunity arises. Play itself is voluntary, intrinsically 
motivated and is an end in itself, not a means to an end. 
Play involves the exercise of autonomy and physical, 
mental or emotional activity, and can take infinite forms 
and can take place in groups or individually”.

Benefits for children
The benefits of play on health and quality of life in 
childhood and its social repercussions are also well 
described in the literature. Thus, the American Aca-
demy of Pediatrics 2 groups the benefits into those 
that influence cognitive, emotional, physical and moral 
development. Play allows the stimulation and deve-
lopment of multiple factors that produce well-being. 
The table below lists some of these aspects and the 
authors who cite them. 
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Play as a right for all children

Play and its benefits are not only recognized by scien-
tific literature, but are also endorsed through interna-
tional conventions as a child’s right and subscribed to 
by all UN member states. In this sense, the importance 
of play and recreation in the life of every child was re-
cognised long ago by the Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights in 1948 22 which recognized that “everyone 
has the right to rest and leisure”. 

Subsequently, the Declaration of the Rights of the 
Child (1989) 23 stated that “The child should have full 
enjoyment of play and recreation, which should be direc-
ted towards the aims of education. Society and the public 
authorities shall endeavour to promote the enjoyment of 
this right”. 

This proclamation was later reinforced in the 1989 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, article 31 23 of 
which explicitly states that “States Parties recognize the 
right of the child to rest and leisure, to engage in play and 
recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child 
and to participate freely in cultural life and the arts”.

It is implicit in these texts that the right belongs to all 
children without distinction, but it is the 2006 Con-
vention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 24 
which explicitly protects participation in recreational, 
leisure and sporting activities for all children by ensu-
ring that children with disabilities have equal access, 
along with their peers, to participation in play, recrea-

tion, leisure and sporting activities, including those 
that take place within the school system (art. 30).

Despite all this support, the Committee on the Rights 
of the Child in the 2013 Convention 4 is concerned 
about the low recognition of these rights, reflected in 
the lack of investment in adequate provisions, weak or 
non-existent protective legislation and the invisibility 
of children in planning. Furthermore, the Committee 
recognizes that where there is investment, it is in es-
tablishing structured and organised activities. Howe-
ver, just as important is creating time and space for 
children to engage in spontaneous play, recreation and 
creativity, and promoting social attitudes that support 
and encourage such activity. Although it is natural, 
play must also be supported by the environment. Al-
though children spontaneously feel the desire to play 
and tend to seek out opportunities to do so even in the 
least supportive environments, the UN Committee on 
the Rights of the Child (2013) 4 recognises that the-
re is a need to ensure that certain conditions are met 
for the equal right to play to be fully realised and is 
particularly concerned about the difficulties faced by 
children with disabilities.

It is essential that children feel free from harmful 
pressure, violence, discrimination and physical danger. 
They need adequate space and time. They need ac-
cess to natural environments, material resources and 
contact with other children. They also need key adults 
around them to recognise the importance of play and 
the legitimacy of its existence, and to support children 
in play activities.



INCLUSIVE PLAY



Theory guide on play. Play as a facilitator of inclusion

14

An inclusive playground is one without barriers to ac-
cessibility (physical, sensory, communicative and cog-
nitive), which provides a stimulating environment for 
all students and play experiences based on the prefe-
rences and motivations of the students. The inclusive 
playground is defined as the architectural space within 
an educational complex in which dynamic and inclusive 
playtime takes place. This playground is based on three 
concepts: Universal Design, Equity and Inclusion. 
And it grows through three realities: the presence, the 
participation and the meaningful experience of all stu-
dents regardless of their age, origin, experiences and 
personal characteristics27.

Barriers to inclusion during breaks play

Barriers to inclusion during break time are everything 
that hinders or makes it impossible for all students to 
be present and participate successfully. That is to say, 
enjoying it. These barriers can occur in the physical 
space, in the elements and activities to be developed 
and in the people who are part of the playtime (tea-
chers and students) and we can differentiate between: 

 ■ Physical barriers: The existence of architec-
tural barriers that prevent or make it difficult 
for students to move to the playground during 
breaks, as well as physical access to play ma-
terials. An example of a physical barrier could 
be a gravel playground where playmates play 
in a school with a student in a wheelchair. 
Another example might be a small, fast ball, 
difficult to grasp, used for a game by the play-
mates of a child with a paresis in one of his or 
her arms. Transforming the physical environ-
ment or acquiring alternative equipment that 
can be used by everyone would be strategies 
to overcome these barriers.

 ■ Sensory barriers: The characteristics or cer-
tain stimuli of the environment can limit or 
interfere with the play activity of learners. An 
example of a sensory barrier might be the noi-
se at recess for a student with hyper-sensitive 
hearing. Another example might be a physical 
contact game played by the peers of a child 

with tactile hyper-sensitivity. The use of noi-
se cancelling headphones or the proposal of 
alternative non-contact games could be valid 
strategies in these cases.

 ■ Communication barriers: Communication be-
tween students and between students and 
teachers in moments such as the explanation 
of rules, the development and organisation of 
games can be affected by difficulties in emit-
ting or receiving both oral and gestural mes-
sages. An example of a communication barrier 
is the oral explanation of a game with many 
rules in a noisy playground environment for a 
group that includes a child with hearing im-
pairment, deafness or attention deficit. Ac-
companying the oral explanation of the game 
with the use of visual communication chan-
nels such as sign language or pictograms can 
be good strategies to take into account to 
overcome these barriers.

 ■ Cognitive barriers: Students’ understanding of 
the purpose, development and organisation 
of the game and activities is compromised 
by cognitive barriers. Cognitive barriers exist 
at recess when playing games with complex 
rules or in an unstable environment with high 
uncertainty caused by the actions of peers 
and/or opponents, or by the handling of com-
plicated equipment. The proposal of games 
adjusted to the cognitive possibilities of all 
students will be the main strategy to overco-
me this type of barriers.

 ■ Attitudinal or formative barriers: Teachers and 
students themselves may present barriers re-
lated to their attitude or knowledge of inclu-
sion. An attitudinal barrier is the assumption 
that inclusive play at break times is not the 
responsibility of all teachers but the sole res-
ponsibility of specialist disability professionals 
and. A training barrier is the lack of knowledge 
of strategies to promote inclusive play for all 
during recess periods. Strategies to overcome 
these barriers include policies and practices of 
awareness-raising and training in educational 
communities.

Inclusive Play
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Theoretical basis of inclusive play

Based on the paradigm of Universal Design (UD), inclu-
sive play includes the concept of Equity and the princi-
ples of Accessibility. The paradigm of UD or “design for 
all” focuses its actions on the development of acces-
sible products and environments without the need to 
adapt or redesign them in a special way. Burgstahler27 
defines UD for Learning (UDL) as follows: “Universal 
Design in education provides a philosophical framework 
for designing a general range of educational products and 
environments”. In an educational centre, the recreatio-
nal space may require adjustments that bring it clo-
ser to Universal Design, facilitating accessibility for all 
students 27. When creating new spaces for play and 
recreational activities, the principles of design for all 
should be taken into account:   

 ■ Equal use: Providing each person with what 
they need to be on an equal footing in a situa-
tion. During recreational play, the necessary 
support is provided to favour inclusive play by 
overcoming the barriers detected in the envi-
ronment (physical and sensory space and per-
sonal attitudes).

 ■ Flexible use: The games and spaces will be flexi-
ble in use and development, allowing freedom 
of choice of play and the development of playful 
creativity.

 ■ Intuitive and simple to use: Play areas should 
provide game elements that are intuitive to use 

yet open to the personal support that learners 
may need. Games should be easy to unders-
tand, regardless of the individual’s experience, 
knowledge, language or level of concentration.

 ■ Perceptible information: Different forms of in-
formation (graphic, verbal, tactile) should be 
used to transmit the rules of the games, the 
steps of their development, the organisation of 
teams and turns if any, the elements that make 
up each play area and their possibilities of use. 
The aim is to facilitate communicative and cog-
nitive accessibility.

 ■ Tolerance to error: The dangers and adverse con-
sequences of accidental or involuntary actions 
must be reduced to a minimum. Protecting, iso-
lating or eliminating that which is a possible risk 
during the game (unsuitable spaces, unsuitable 
materials, games that generate situations that 
can lead to frustration...).

 ■ Adjusted physical exertion: Playing materials, if 
any, should be used efficiently and comfortably 
with a minimum of physical fatigue.

 ■ ❖Adequate size and space: Play spaces shall be 
of adequate size for approach, reach, manipu-
lation and use, regardless of the size, posture 
or mobility of the individual, providing physical 
accessibility to students.

 

15



Theory guide on play. Play as a facilitator of inclusion

16

INCLUSIVE PLAY NON-INCLUSIVE PLAY

Is part of Universal Design.
Does not take the interests, motivations, preferences and 
strengths of all participants into account, so not everyone 
will be able to participate in the game.

Takes into account the interest, preferences and 
strengths of all participants. If you don’t understand the game, you won’t be able to play.

Favours the equal participation and enjoyment of any 
person regardless of their personal characteristics.

Anyone who is unable to move as planned in the course of 
the game will not be able to play.

La atención se centra en la accesibilidad física, 
sensorial, comunicativa y cognitiva de todos los 
participantes.

Anyone who is not able to use the game materials will not 
be able to play.

Provides equitable material and personal support. Is not coeducational.

Is co-educational. Those who have social difficulties do not participate.

Encourages social interactions. All participants must play at the same pace.

Respects different rates of processing and move-
ment during play. Oral and gestural communication is the most important.

Encourages total communication: oral or through 
SAAC (pictograms, signs...) Braille. Learning to play by imitation is a priority.

Is the right of all people, not just those with disabilities. Is not everyone’s right.

Is free and mediated. Is not equitable and does not correspond to the principle of 
social justice.

Table 2. Differences between “inclusive” and “non-inclusive play”.

DECALOGUE OF GOOD PRACTICES IN INCLUSIVE PLAY IN
NON-STRUCTURED ENVIRONMENTS

1. Plan for the presence and participation of all students.

2. Encourage the enjoyment of all students who participate.

3. Focus on playing for the sake of playing, not the means to achieve other objectives.

4. Make the game physically, communicatively and cognitively accessible.

5. Promote socially interactive play.

6. Allowing exploration during gameplay.

7. Promote mediation.

8. Promote coeducation.

9. Take inspiration from the children’s interest and motivations.

10. Respect play as a right.
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In 2011 Patios y Parques Dinámicos began in Astu-
rias (Spain) when a mother noticed that her son did 
not participate in play with his peers at recess and was 
isolated. This child was a 6-year-old student with Au-
tism Spectrum Disorder. The mother began to suggest 
strategies and games to the school based on her son’s 
interests and needs. The participation and enjoyment 
of all the students, including this pupil, highlighted the 
need to respond to this kind of situation.

In the years that followed, the program was imple-
mented in several educational centres and training for 
teachers and related professionals was introduced. In 
2015 the book Patios y Parques Dinámicos was publi-

shed (Lagar, 2015). Currently, training continues throu-
ghout Spain and beyond and there are educational cen-
tres that implement the program in favour of the social 
inclusion of all students. 

The MARE Model (Fernández-Lagar, 2021) was created 
to systematise the second step in the implementation 
of the Dynamic Playgrounds and Parks program. This 
step consists of the active observation of the play en-
vironment to evaluate the existence (or non-existence) 
of the accessibility chain and to record student activity 
patterns during recess in order to detect which games 
and activities are already being played and which stu-
dents need support.

Example of Good practice: Programa Patios y Parques Dinámicos (Spain)

Figure 1. Patios y Parques Dinámicos Programme y MARE model definitions.

PATIOS Y PARQUES DINÁMICOS: Social inclusion program through play in a leisure
context. Patios Dinámicos takes place during school recreation time so that no one is left
without enjoying it, and Parques Dinámicos encourages inclusive play in public and family
spaces (Fernández-Lagar, R.A. 2015).

MODEL OF ANALYSIS OF RECREATION BY STRATA (MARS). Observation, data collection
and analysis system in school play environment with the objective of implementing an
inclusive play program.

Used since 2011 in Spain for training in inclusive play for teachers and related
professionals, as well as in implementation in educational centers.

17Image source: Patios y Parques Dinámicos
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From guided or mediated play to free play

Guided/mediated play as a facilitator

Figure 2. Definitions of Modeling and Molding .

In mediated play the measures taken can remain over 
time or gradually disappear depending on the personal 
achievements in autonomy of play of each participant. 
Therefore, it is variable, adaptive and stimulates the 
progression towards free and unsupported play.

The literature conceptualises play as existing along a 
continuum. At one extreme, free play gives children 
the freedom to explore, play, and discover with mini-
mal constraints. But play is not something that occurs 
in a vacuum. Our environments structure play (e.g., 
the materials available when playing in a house, on a 

playground, in urban settings, in rural settings, etc.) as 
do peers, adults, and others around us. And so, at the 
other end of the continuum is more guided or structu-
red play. In research and practice there is an ongoing 
debate about where free play ends and guided and di-
rected play begins 28. Leisure time enjoyment through 
play can occur both through free play and when adults 
structure play for an inclusive purpose. However, it is 
a fundamental requirement for the enjoyment of play 
that children experience autonomy and are accompa-
nied rather than directed.

Guided play, also referred to as mediated play, is play 
which provides an equitable accompaniment during 
the organisation and development of the game. This 
accompaniment varies according to the support needs 
of the people who participate and aims to offer a fun 
scaffolding. Mediated play uses material and perso-

nal resources to provide the experience with physical, 
communicative and cognitive accessibility. These re-
sources range from access ramps, frequency reduc-
tion helmets, pictographic game rules, etc., to per-
sonal accompaniment using modelling and moulding 
techniques.

• TO DEMONSTRATE THE MODEL WITH OUR
MOVEMENT AND ATTITUDE.

• IT IS NECESSARY TO EXPERIENCE IT TO
UNDERSTAND IT AND RECORD IT IN THE
MEMORY.

MODELLING

• ACCOMPANY THE STUDENTS MOVEMENTS WITH 
YOUR HANDS AND MOVEMENT.

• STAND BEHIND THE STUDENT AND DO THE SAME 
MOVEMENT THAT YOU WOULD DO ALONE.

MOULDING
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The figure of the play mediator

The play mediator is the person who carries out the 
tasks of observation, analysis, decision making, orga-
nisation and accompaniment. Therapeutic intervention 
is not included in the mediator’s duties. There is no sin-
gle professional qualification that is more suitable than 
another to fulfil the role of play mediator effectively, but 
the sum of certain competences determines the basic 

profile of a play mediator. A comprehensive knowled-
ge of the different disabilities and a competence in the 
use of inclusive strategies should be part of the pro-
file. The play mediator must develop mediation skills 
to mediate with “typically” developing children as well 
as children with disabilities, to interact with each other 
particularly in play.

BASIC PROFILE OF THE MEDIATOR OR GAME GUIDE

THave an interest in contributing to social inclusion, respect equity and promote inclusive 
values.

Have a professional career related to teaching, physical activity and sport, psychology, 
occupational therapy, social integration, social work or be a specialist in leisure and free time

Have specific training in social inclusion programmes through play.

MEDIATORS CAN BE…

Adults trained in inclusive play (teachers and extracurricular educators; trainee teachers; 
volunteers, parents, older siblings and/or other agents of the school environment; specific 

professionals outside the school as occupational therapists, speech therapists, physiotherapist, 
etc.)

Older primary students who act as support students under the coordination and supervision of 
adults involved in the inclusive play programme.

Figure 3.  Who can be a mediator or game guide.

TEACHING STAFF TEACHING AND SUPPORT STAFF EXTERNAL PROFESSIONALS

Pictograms author: Sergio Palao Source: ARASAAC (http://www.arasaac.org) License: CC (BY-NC-SA) Property: Government of Aragón (Spain)
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The role of the school and the educator in inclusive leisure at school age

The school should be the main agent that protects and 
enhances the right to inclusive play since the school is 
an engine of change beyond its boundaries in non-for-
mal leisure and free time environments. In this sense, 
one of the challenges facing the school in the pre-
vention of exclusion is the definition of the role that 
the teacher should play in recreation or leisure in the 
school context. At present, there is no legislation in the 
different European countries that protects the presen-
ce, participation and enjoyment of all students during 
recess periods with measures such as the creation of 
accessible environments in this school period. Nor is 
the support of the educator as an inclusive agent du-
ring breaks considered institutionally.

According to the National Association for Sport and 
Physical Education cited by Chaves 25, school recess 
must be regulated by adults, and they must intervene 

to ensure both the physical and emotional safety of the 
child at risk. For this, it is necessary, from the school 
organisation, to have a recognition and coordination 
process.

Currently, the teacher’s relationship with children’s play 
in leisure time in formal or non-formal educational en-
vironments will depend on the teacher’s own will and 
training and on the internal organisation of the centres. 
But this administrative policy is in the process of chan-
ging and soon we will be able to reach a point whe-
re inclusive play is part of the educational framework. 
That is why it is vital that the educator, independently 
of the support he/she receives, is trained as a mediator 
of free play in order to guarantee that they play their 
part in the fulfilment of the aforementioned rights to 
inclusive education.

Figure 4. Influence of the school on other environments

Pictograms author: Sergio Palao Source: ARASAAC 
(http://www.arasaac.org) License: CC (BY-NC-SA) 

Property: Government of Aragón (Spain)
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Methodology for the design and implementation of 
inclusive play

This guide uses the implementation methodology of 
the Social Inclusion Programme “Patios y Parques Di-
námicos” 29 and MARE model 26 as a reference. 

The aim of the implementation will be to address the 
situations that cause students to not enjoy actively 
participating in their recreational time. Thus, a person 
or team with knowledge in inclusive play will support 
the target students (those who do not play), encou-
raging the development of new skills and increased 
levels of enjoyment during play. 

This support, on the one hand, will stimulate partici-
pation in play with temporary personal attention, pro-
gressively decreasing the amount of time without this 
support and the students transitioning towards free 

play. On the other hand, the support will provide cons-
tant assistance to those students who need it, provi-
ding them with an effective and inclusive alternative 
to play, without the presence of barriers.

The implementation process will consist of the fo-
llowing steps 29: 

 ▪ Observation
 ▪ Organisation
 ▪ Game selection and creation
 ▪ Play itself
 ▪ Evaluation

Here is a step-by-step analysis.

Figure 6. MARE model steps.
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Step 1. Observational analysis of play in a recreational context

During the first step of implementation, active obser-
vation, recording and analysis of the observed data is 
carried out, as well as the detection of the target stu-
dents, making decisions in this regard.

The MARE model was used as a reference for the ob-
servational analysis. This model is based on three key 
elements: play as an activity, recreation as a space for 
school leisure where play is the main activity and inclu-
sion as a social value to be promoted by experiencing 
it at school. This layered methodology aims to support 
the analysis of reality and subsequent decision making. 
It will also provide a reading on the adjustments, mo-
difications and/or elements of support to be introdu-
ced in this recreation with the aim of promoting expe-

riences of play and inclusive activities in which all the 
students enjoy play with equitable conditions. We start 
from the analysis of the globality of space, elements 
and actions until we reach an individualised analysis 
about the specific needs of support games of the stu-
dents who, for personal reasons, need that support 
during play. Everything is always analysed from the 
premise of respect for free play.

Through observational analysis, in the context of school 
recreation for a week, the inclusive play mediator be-
gins the implementation process. The data collection 
and recording will have an individual character and will 
be shared with the inclusive play mediation team to 
contrast, analyse and interpret in a group format.

Figure 7. MARE model. Step 1.

Analysis of the game environment

The analysis of the environment is framed in the first layer of the MARE Model. This is the moment to ca-
rry out a global analysis of the environment starting from an active look at the recreational time, to decide 
whether its spaces  and the possibilities of play on offer are stimulating and to detect whether the social 
climate is inclusive or needs a phase of sensitization in order to raise awareness about social and educatio-
nal inclusion, emphasising its values. 

 ❖ Objective: 

 ǳ ▪ Identify whether the play space is stimulating and whether it needs to be adjusted.

 ǳ ▪ Identify the sensory elements that are present in that specific environment and their effect 
on the students.

 ǳ ▪ Identify whether the adults and students who share this environment are inclusive or 
whether they need to start a process of awareness-raising.

THE MARE MODEL:

• ANALYSIS OF THE GAME ENVIRONMENT.

• ANALYSIS OF ACCESSIBILITY AROUND THE GAME.

• ANALYSIS OF THE GAME.

• OBSERVATION OF THE ACTIVITIES CARRIED OUT DURING BREAK TIME BY THE STUDENTS.

• SYSTEMATIC RECORDING AND ANALYSIS OF INDIVIDUAL PROFILES OF TARGET LEARNERS.
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 ❖ Elements to analyse: 

 ǳ ▪ Does the environment stimulate play with different spaces and play options? Example: play 
area with mobiles and implements, board games area, traditional games, creativity games 
and music, etc.

 ǳ ▪ What sensory elements interfere with the development of play in one or more people? For 
example, signs at the entrance and exit of the playground, noise related to play, smells, etc.

 ǳ ▪ What sensory elements stimulate the development of playtime for one or more people? 
This can be done in a group or individual way. For example: touching certain textures, visual, 
auditory, tactile search for certain shapes or sensations, repetitive movements, etc.

 ǳ ▪ What are the strengths related to inclusion and inclusive play in the school and what are the 
barriers?

 ǳ ▪ What are the strengths of the learners related to inclusion and inclusive play and what are 
the barriers?

 ǳ ▪ Is there a need to initiate a process of awareness raising about diversity and inclusion?

Analysis of accessibility around the game

The chain of accessibility at breaks is a process that is maintained permanently in time and form by provi-
ding physical, communicative and cognitive accessibility from the first movement towards the school play-
ground, during break time itself and the return to the classroom. The analysis of its existence or its creation, 
evaluation and maintenance correspond to the second layer of the MARE Model.

 ❖ Objective: 

 ǳ Identify whether the elements of the accessibility chain (wandering, grasping, locating 
and communicating) are already established in the playground context.

 ǳ Determine which elements of the accessibility chain need to be readjusted or added.

 ❖ Elements to analyse: 

 ǳ Can everyone move between spaces, through spaces, exits and recreational entrances with 
autonomy or with support elements (crutches, wheelchairs, walkers, standing frames, etc)?

 ǳ Can everyone grab, manipulate, move any material and play elements (balls or other objects 
of different materials, weights, colours and textures, manual adapters? 

 ǳ Does everyone know the location and understand existing play spaces, the location and use 
of nearby toilet facilities, through the use of accessible signage and support elements?

 ǳ Does everyone know and understand the use of play areas, the rules and development of the 
games (which team they belong to, what role they have in the game, etc), through the use of 
accessible signage and support elements?

 ǳ Can everyone express their emotions and feelings, both positive and negative, through one 
or more communication channels? (Traffic light of emotions, key ring of emotions, first aid kit 
of emotions, etc)



Theory guide on play. Play as a facilitator of inclusion

25

 ǳ ▪ Does everyone know and understand social skills related to play? (greeting, taking turns, 
cooperation in team games, taking care of equipment and spaces, etc)

 ǳ ▪ Can everyone resolve conflicts that arise using personal strategies or conflict resolution 
tools? (Cooperative conflict resolution panel, Peace Table (Montessori), etc.)

Analysis of the game

In order to accurately analyse the existing play, to detect the students who are present but do not parti-
cipate actively and do not experience significant enjoyment, two analyses must be carried out. Firstly, the 
specific analysis of the students’ play and non-play activities during break and, secondly, the specific cha-
racteristics of the students who do not participate.

Observation of the activities carried out by the students during break time 

Within the third layer of the MARE Model is the global observation of the activities developed during 
the recreational time by the students, offering an understanding of play, sports and other actions. 
This will provide data for the selection of meaningful games to which the students can have access to 
by exercising their freedom of choice and play. In the observation, any patterns of activity developed 
that do not fit in with the canons of play and recreation will also be recorded. It is common to find 
students who present activity profiles that are solely related to occupying their time, without any 
enjoyment, waiting to return to the classroom. It often coincides with profiles that need social, com-
municative and cognitive support. They also need stimulation and support in play. Within the MARE 
model, these students are called Target Students, referring to the need to focus on them, since they 
are the ones who need specific support in their school leisure time.

 ❖ Objetive: 

 ǳ ▪ Record and analyse patterns of group and individual activity related to play and sport.

 ǳ ▪ Record and analyse patterns of group and individual activity unrelated to play and sport.

 ǳ ▪ Do not interfere with group and individual activities related to play and sport.

 ǳ ▪ Identify target students based on group and individual activity patterns not related to play 
and sport.

 ❖ Elements to analyse: 

In both play and non-play activities, a series of questions should be asked and answered:

 ǳ ▪ What do they do? Define or describe the individual or group play or non-play activity.

 ǳ ▪ How do they do it? Define or describe the development of the individual or group play or 
non-play activity. If it is a casual action, repetitive, with variables, with participants from one 
class group or several groups.
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 ǳ Where? Specify the place of development, record whether it is a place of continuity, seasonal 
or casual. Describe the possible factors that determine the use of that place and consult its 
users.

 ǳ With whom? Record who participates in group games and activities, who interacts in small 
groups and who interacts individually. 

 ǳ Are there conflicts? Observe if conflicts occur and record these conflicts in relation to the ga-
mes and activities in order to establish conflict resolution tools and social-emotional support.

Systematic recording and analysis of individual profiles of target learners

They form the fourth layer of the MARE model and will provide relevant information to determi-
ne which games and/or activities to select to enhance the inclusive play experience in the school 
playground. The aim is to establish a baseline from which to start, through information about their 
current level of play, their pattern of activity at break, their support needs and their motivations. In 
many cases the target students lack stimulation and play experience, which is why we need to start 
from the information mentioned above.

 ❖ Objetives: 

 ǳ Identify the current stage of play of each target student.

 ǳ Identify the pattern of play and/or non-play activity at break for each target student.

 ǳ Identify the support needs of the target students in the context of play at break.

 ǳ Identify elements, themes and/or actions that motivate the target students to use them in 
the games and activities that are proposed.

 ❖ Information to be collected/Activities to be carried out: 

 ǳ ▪ Is the target student at a stage of personal play that corresponds to his/her chronological 
age and to the evolutionary standards of play? Identifying this as a starting point enables the 
selection of effective resources and strategies.

 ǳ ▪ What support needs does the target student require? These may be related to accessibility, 
communication, cognitive, social, emotional, attentional, etc.

 ǳ ▪ Does the target student have a preference for particular themes? For example: dinosaurs, 
planets, trains, science fiction characters, cartoon characters, video games, etc. The family of 
the target student will also provide information for this point.

 ǳ ▪ Does the target learner show preferences for particular actions? These actions can be ob-
served independently or in combination: wandering, searching (objects of specific shapes or 
with specific textures, insects, natural elements...), bodily sensations ( jumping, turning, mo-
ving the whole body or part of it...), following the game without interaction ( observation, pa-
rallel movement...), searching for a specific person or people (adults at break, reference figure 
in the classroom, support staff, specific partner, class-group), activity of interrupting the play 
of others (searching for socially maladjusted play interaction), preference for an object, etc.
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DECALOGUE OF GOOD PRACTICES IN GAME ANALYSIS

1. It takes place during recreation time.

2. It must be applied even if no situations of inclusion, bullying, non-play…have been detected in the school 
break times.

3. It is carried out individually and contrasted within the team.

4. It resumes every time no play is detected.

5. It is based on the idea that environment (physical, sensory and personal) determines the activities that 
can be carried out in it.

6. Group and individual play and non-play activities are recorded and analysed.

7. Conflicts are recorded and analysed in order to establish tools to support their resolution

8. Existing play and sporting activities are maintained and made inclusive.

9. Activity patterns of the target students are considered as key information.

10. Activity patterns of the non-target students are considered as complementary information.
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Step 2. Organisation

Organization of the work team

In order to implement an inclusive play programme in an educational centre, the work team can be made 
up of:

 ❖ The entire teaching staff of the school.

 ❖ Part of the teaching staff.

 ❖ Specialised external personnel.

 ❖ A combination of school staff and specialised external staff.

 ❖ We can also consider as part of the team, trained volunteer support students from the centre itself 
(always with collaborative roles).

The members of this work team can intervene in all the phases of the process or take on specific roles in 
some of them. A list of the main roles of the work team is as follows: 

 ❖ Role of observational data collection and analysis.

 ❖ Accessibility role.

 ❖ Role of creation and/or selection of games and play activities.

 ❖ The role of the facilitator mediating during breaks.

Figure 8. MARE model. Step 2.

In this second step, the organisation of the team of 
play mediators, the sharing of the recorded data, the 
revision or creation of the play areas, the creation or 

reinforcement of the accessibility chain and the perio-
dicity of the inclusive recreation are all carried out.

THE MARE MODEL:

• ANALYSIS OF THE GAME ENVIROMENT.

• ANALYSIS OF ACCESSIBILITY AROUND THE GAME.

• ANALYSIS OF THE GAME.

• OBSERVATION OF THE ACTIVITIES CARRIED OUT DURING BREAK TIME BY THE STUDENTS.

• SYSTEMATIC RECORDING AND ANALYSIS OF INDIVIDUAL PROFILES OF TARGET 
LEARNERS.

• ORGANIZATION OF THE WORK TEAM.

• SHARING OF THE RECORDED DATA.

• SHARING OF PLAY AND NON-PLAY PATTERNS.

• REVISION OR CREATION OF GAMES.

• SENSORY ELEMENTS.

• AWARENESS RAISING.

• CREATION OR STRENGTHENING OF THE ACCESSIBILITY CHAIN.

• INCLUSIVE BREAK SCHEDULE.
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ACTION TO BE TAKEN TEAM OF 
INCLUSIVE 

SUPPORT 
STUDENTS STUDENTS

STEP 1

Actively observe 
Register 
Analyze 
Detection of target students and 
decision making in this respect 

STEP 2

Organise the play areas 
The accessibility chain 
The team of play mediators 
Periodicity 

STEP 3 Select or create motivating 
games   

STEP 4 Play and accompany   

STEP 5 Evaluate   
Table 3. Action to be taken and people that could intervene.

Sharing of the recorded data.

After a first meeting in which the schedule for active observation through the MARE Model 26 is agreed, a 
second follow up meeting is held in which the recorded data is shared. 

Sharing of play and non-play patterns.

The team shares the patterns of play (activities with a playful nature carried out by the students in 
a group or individual way) and those of non-play (actions that do not seem to have a playful sense, 
for example remaining seated in one place, wandering around with no apparent purpose, looking for 
elements of different kinds, provoking the other students, continuously approaching the teachers...). 
The objective is to determine which games are already successfully played at breaks, which ones 
should be modified to make them accessible and which students do not participate actively in their 
break time, to identify them as target students. 

After this, the specific characteristics of the target students will be collected (personal play stage, su-
pport needs in play, preferences and motivations) to establish a personalised play action plan within 
the context of recreation.

Revision or creation of games

Students have different interests and motivations. During the active observation of the patterns of 
play and non-play, the activities that already work are identified. Other activities will be added that 
correspond to the motivations of the target students (if they are different). A recreational space will 
be created with areas that stimulate play and creativity, as the MARE Model states. At this point we 
define what areas, games and inclusive leisure activities will be available at break.
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 ❖ Active play spaces where those with high physical activity, such as sports and action games, 
gather.

 ❖ Semi-active play areas with recreational activities of medium-low physical activity, for exam-
ple, traditional games, horizontal climbing walls, disco-playground activities...        

 ❖ Creative-sensory spaces in which students are introduced to artistic and musical activities, 
body expression, sensory experiences, relaxation, reading, board games...

 ❖ Spaces of contact with nature through activities in the natural environment and/or with natural 
elements such as vertical gardens, aromatic plants gardens...

Sensory elements

The school playground and break time are full of sensory stimuli that are also analysed after active 
observation. A playground space-time will be created with stimuli that do not have a negative impact 
on the students. At this time, strategies are questioned and proposed in the face of the exit and en-
trance signals to the playground, play noise, smells... Likewise, positive sensory stimuli that stimulate 
play, such as touching certain textures, visual, auditory, tactile, proprioceptive, etc., will be sought.

Awareness raising

Depending on the data collected on the staff and students regarding inclusion, an awareness cam-
paign will be established according to the specific needs of each school. There are awareness-raising 
materials on play for all, such as books, animated short films on diversity like Ian, Float and Loop (Dis-
ney Pixar), the material of the 35th ONCE Contest “For me and for all my classmates” https://www.
concursoescolaronce.es/35edicion/?lang=en 30.

Creation or strengthening of the accessibility chain

In relation to the establishment, strengthening and maintenance of the accessibility chain, the re-
sources used will be selected according to the specific needs of each educational centre.

In terms of physical and sensory accessibility, there will be ramps and elements that favour walking 
around all the play areas and their participation in them. The materials and games will be arranged 
at a suitable height to facilitate access for all students. These play materials must be easy to handle 
by adjusting them to the students or by using effective aids to make it easier to hold, hit, drag, throw, 
etc.

 ❖ Noise cancelling headphones.

 ❖ Switches.

 ❖ Easy reading.

 ❖ Accessible font.

 ❖ Pictograms.

 ❖ Video tutorials.

 ❖ Photographs.

 ❖ Communication technology

 ❖ Support App: Tempus, DictaPicto, TEAyu-
do a Jugar.

 ❖ Technology: ARASAAC, ARAWORD, PIC-
TOSELECTOR.

 ❖ Sensory elements such as game role 
markers (bells bracelet, tactile team mar-
kers, tactile zone markers...).

 ❖ Student Agenda

 ❖ Information Board

https://www.concursoescolaronce.es/35edicion/?lang=en.
https://www.concursoescolaronce.es/35edicion/?lang=en.


Theory guide on play. Play as a facilitator of inclusion

31

Inclusive break Schedule

A staggered implementation plan is established in which, after the diagnosis phase, the implementation 
process begins in ascending progression from one day a week for an average of three months, to two days a 
week for the following three months and three days a week for the rest of the school year. This progression 
must be flexible and adjusted to the reality of each school and can be accelerated or slowed down depen-
ding on the needs.

Table 4. Phased implementation plan.

PHASED IMPLEMENTATION PLAN

PHASE TEMPORALITY ACTION

Observation-decision phase One week Observation and recording

Implementation phase

1 meeting Analysis

1 day/week for 3 months Inclusive play at breaks

2 days / week for 3 months Inclusive play at breaks

3 days/ week for the rest of the school year Inclusive play at breaks

Figure 9. MARE model. Step 3.

The games are selected or created according to the 
data that has been collected and analysed, taking into 
account the play areas that are already in use and ma-

king them inclusive while creating others to complete 
the leisure and play options, taking into account the 
preferences of the students and their activity styles. 

Step 3. Select or create motivational games 

• SELECTION OR CREATION OF GAMES.

• THE ACCESSIBILITY CHAIN MUST BE ADJUSTED.

• VISUAL GAME CARDS.

• COMPLEMENTARY VISUAL MATERIAL. 
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Step 4. Play 

Figure 10.  MARE model. Step 4.

Within the work team, the facilitators will mediate play 
during the break and organise the play spaces, provi-
de accessible explanations of the games and support 
target students according to their needs (applying and 
withdrawing personal attention as necessary. Facilita-
tors will also manage the picking of teams and game 
turns if there are any, use conflict resolution tools, 
provide emotional support during the game, as well as 
highlighting the positive advances of coexistence and 
group enjoyment around the game. 

In the case of applying personalised support to target 
students, methodological measures such as mode-
lling, moulding, structured stopping, positive beha-
vioural support, total communication, structuring by 
steps to facilitate working memory, emotional regu-
lation techniques, sensory regulation techniques, etc. 
will be applied.

Daily intervention process

On the days when the intervention takes place, before breaktime the materials and accessible information 
resources will be put in place. During the breaktime games will be played in different areas with accompani-
ment depending on the needs of the students. At the end of break the materials and accessible information 
resources will be removed.

After the creation or selection process, the accessibili-
ty chain must be adjusted. Following the MARE Model 
and the program Patios y Parques Dinámicos 29 each 
game will have a game card explaining the steps and 
rules in visual format with images and/or pictograms, 
with a text in Easy Reading System in each step of the 
game with an accessible typography. Along with the vi-
sual game card, complementary visual material will be 
created to designate game roles, teams and turns (if 
any). Each play area will also have its own visual sheet 

explaining which activities and games can be played. 
The visual information should be complemented with 
sign language and Braille if necessary. The students 
are informed about the games and activities in each 
playtime and who will be the play mediators through 
an information board placed in a visible location in the 
school playground. The assembly at the beginning of 
break and the closing activity will be held there.

• DAILY INTERVENTION PROCESS.

• INTERVENTION PROCESS OF A SPECIFIC GAME.

• CLOSING ACTIVITY.
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Intervention process of a specific game

The intervention process of a specific game follows these steps: 

1. The game is presented.
2. The materials are distributed (if there are any).
3. The game starts.
4. The end of the game is anticipated.
5. The game is over.

WHEN WHERE WHAT TO DO
WHO

TEAM OF INCLUSIVE 
PLAY MEDIATORS

SUPPORT 
STUDENTS STUDENTS

Before break 
begins

Playground Put portable play elements 
in place.  

Check that the equipment 
/ facilities are in good 
condition.



Assembly point Place information.  

During break Playground Play and provide support in 
the game.   

Last minutes of 
break

Playground Collect portable game 
elements.  

Assembly point Remove information.  

Table 5. Steps to follow during the intervention process.

Closing activity

It is recommended to end the period with a closing activity. This activity will be part of a routine 
(taking out material, organising the game, playing and closing) that provides structure and prepares 
students for the transition to a later activity.

The transition from the break period to the school period is not a desirable moment, especially when 
the activities that were being carried out have been enjoyable. Every school has a way of announcing 
the end of break. In addition to this, an activity that precedes that moment is has several other ad-
vantages:
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 ❖ It promotes a sense of belonging.

 ❖ It ends the period on a high and helps put the students in a positive frame of mind ready to 
return to class.

 ❖ It creates a positive imprint, a clear memory, which remains over time.

 ❖ It increases motivation to participate in the next session.

Proposed activities: 

 ❖ ‘Battle cry’ or a group chant

 ❖ Participatory stickers

 ❖ Group dance

 ❖ Dynamic farewell (high-five, joining hands, etc.)

Paso 5. Evaluation 

Figure 11. MARE model. Step 5.

Like any other process, this must be evaluated based 
on the results obtained, highlighting the progress that 
has been made and to make modifications in the ga-
mes and activities proposed. Without forgetting that 
the ultimate goal of recreation is enjoyment, we su-
ggest the collection of the following information on 
which to base the evaluation.

 ❖ Degree of participation and enjoyment of 
the students, including the target students.

 ❖ Effectiveness of the zoning of the games

 ❖ Adequacy of material and human resour-
ces.

 ❖ Effectiveness of the accessibility chain

 ❖ Effectiveness of the support provided

 ❖ A summary of any ‘highlights’ that occurred 
during the break times.

• DEGREE OF PARTICIPATION AND ENJOYMENT OF THE 
STUDENTS, INCLUDING THE TARGET STUDENTS.

• EFFECTIVENESS OF THE ZONING OF THE GAMES.

• ADEQUACY OF MATERIAL AND HUMAN RESOURCES.

• EFFECTIVENESS OF THE ACCESSIBILITY CHAIN.

• EFFECTIVENESS OF THE SUPPORT PROVIDED.

• A SUMMARY OF ANY ‘HIGHLIGHTS’ THAT OCCURRED DURING 
THE BREAK TIMES.
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Conclusion

The purpose of this guide is to support the analysis of the reality of the 
environment and subsequent decision-making. It will also provide a clear idea 
of the adjustments, modifications and/or elements of support to be introduced 
in this recreation with the aim of promoting inclusive play experiences and 
activities in which all students participate from an equity approach. 

The Strata Model of Playground Analysis (MARE) provides a precise 
methodology that guides the teacher or related professional in the analysis 
and collection of data from the active observation of spaces and patterns 
of student activity combined with the personal play history, provided by the 
family, of those students who have support needs at recess. In addition to 
this, the participation of the teaching staff and students to detect barriers 
and strengths of playtime in order to make this space more dynamic and turn 
it into a space for the presence, participation and enjoyment of all students at 
all stages and educational modalities.

This guide is best understood in conjunction with Guide 3: Practical guide on 
play. Active games and necessary adjustments to favour accessibility as it 
discusses case studies by providing examples of the application of the MARE 
model for various types of barriers that are commonly encountered during 
playtime. We encourage you to continue to follow this guide.
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