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INTRODUCTION

Play is often called the work of childhood, and for good reason.
Through  play,  children  learn  to  navigate  their  environment,
interact with others, solve problems, and express their creativity.
For  educators,  occupational  therapists,  and  developmental
specialists,  understanding  how  a  child  plays  provides  crucial
insights into their cognitive, social, and motor development. One
of the most respected and widely used tools for assessing play in
young  children  is  the  Knox  Preschool  Play  Scale.  This
observational assessment offers a structured yet naturalistic way
to evaluate a child's play skills from birth through age six. In this
comprehensive guide, we will explore what the Knox Preschool
Play Scale is, its key components, how it is used in practice, and
why it remains a cornerstone of play-based assessment in early
childhood settings.

WHAT IS THE KNOX PRESCHOOL PLAY SCALE?

The Knox Preschool Play Scale, often abbreviated as KPPS, is a
standardized observational assessment designed to evaluate the
play  behaviors  of  children  from infancy  to  approximately  72

months of age. Developed by occupational therapist Susan Knox
in the 1970s, the scale was created to provide a comprehensive
framework  for  understanding  how play  develops  across  early
childhood. Unlike many assessments that rely on structured tasks
or parent reports, the KPPS is based on naturalistic observation of
a  child  during  free  play,  making  it  a  highly  authentic  and
ecologically valid tool.
The Knox Preschool Play Scale is grounded in the belief that play
is a primary occupation of childhood and that the quality of a
child's play reflects their overall developmental status. It is used
widely by occupational therapists, early intervention specialists,
preschool  teachers,  and  child  development  researchers  to
identify strengths and delays, set intervention goals, and track
progress over time. The scale is not a diagnostic tool in itself but
rather a descriptive and evaluative instrument that complements
other developmental assessments.

THE FOUR DIMENSIONS OF PLAY ASSESSED BY THE
SCALE

The Knox Preschool Play Scale organizes play behaviors into four
distinct dimensions, each of which captures a different aspect of
how a  child  engages  with  play.  These  dimensions  are  space
management, material management, pretense or symbolic play,
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and participation. Together, they provide a holistic picture of a
child's play competence.

Space Management
Space  management  refers  to  how  a  child  physically  moves
through  and  utilizes  their  play  environment.  This  dimension
evaluates  gross  motor  skills,  body  awareness,  and  spatial
orientation during play.  For  example,  an infant  might  explore
space by rolling and reaching, whereas a toddler might climb on
furniture  or  push  a  toy  car  across  the  floor.  A  preschooler  with
well-developed  space  management  skills  will  move  confidently
through the play area, navigate around obstacles, and use both
large and small play spaces effectively. Delays in this dimension
might be seen in children who avoid certain movements, appear
clumsy,  or  have  difficulty  coordinating  their  body  during  active
play. Understanding a child's space management abilities helps
therapists and educators design environments that support motor
development and safe exploration.

Material Management
Material management focuses on how a child interacts with toys
and  objects.  This  dimension  assesses  fine  motor  skills,
manipulation, problem-solving, and the complexity of object use.
In  the  earliest  stages,  children  may  simply  mouth  or  bang
objects.  As  they  grow,  they  begin  to  stack  blocks,  complete
simple  puzzles,  and  use  tools  like  crayons  or  scissors.  Older
preschoolers demonstrate more advanced material management

by combining objects in creative ways, such as using a block as a
phone or building a complex structure. The Knox Preschool Play
Scale  looks  at  whether  a  child  uses  objects  in  a  functional,
exploratory, or symbolic manner, and whether they can sustain
attention  during  object  play.  This  dimension  is  particularly
valuable  for  identifying  fine  motor  delays  or  difficulties  with
executive  function.

Pretense or Symbolic Play
Pretense  or  symbolic  play  is  perhaps  the  most  fascinating
dimension of the Knox Preschool Play Scale. It captures a child's
ability  to  engage  in  imaginative  and  representational  play.
Symbolic play begins when a child starts to use one object to
represent another, such as pretending a banana is a telephone. It
progresses to include more complex scenarios, such as playing
house,  acting out  stories,  or  taking on roles  like  a  doctor  or
firefighter.  This  dimension  is  closely  linked  to  cognitive
development,  language  skills,  and  social  understanding.  The
scale  evaluates  the  sophistication  of  a  child's  pretend  play,
including the number of steps in a play sequence, the use of
language  within  play,  and  the  ability  to  sustain  a  pretend
scenario  over  time.  Delays  in  symbolic  play  are  often  early
indicators of developmental conditions such as autism spectrum
disorder, making this dimension a critical focus for assessment
and intervention.
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Participation
Participation measures a child's social engagement during play.
This dimension looks at  how a child interacts with peers and
adults, the type of social play they engage in, and their ability to
cooperate, share, and take turns. The Knox Preschool Play Scale
draws  on  the  classic  categories  of  play  proposed  by  Mildred
Parten, including solitary play, parallel play, associative play, and
cooperative play. A younger child may engage mostly in solitary
or parallel play, while an older preschooler should be capable of
cooperative  play  with  clear  social  roles  and  shared  goals.
Participation  also  considers  whether  a  child  initiates  play,
responds  to  others,  and  manages  conflict.  This  dimension  is
essential  for  understanding  a  child's  social-emotional
development and readiness for group learning environments like
kindergarten.

HOW THE KNOX PRESCHOOL PLAY SCALE WORKS IN
PRACTICE

Using the Knox Preschool Play Scale involves observing a child
during unstructured free play in a naturalistic setting, such as a
classroom or therapy room. The assessment is designed to be
non-intrusive, allowing the child to play as they normally would
while the observer takes notes. The ideal observation period is
typically 20 to 30 minutes, though it may be split into shorter
sessions if needed. Toys and materials should be age-appropriate
and varied, including blocks, puzzles, dolls, vehicles, art supplies,
and props for pretend play.

Observational Guidelines
When administering the Knox Preschool Play Scale, the observer
should remain in the background and avoid directing the child's
play.  The goal  is  to  capture spontaneous play behaviors,  not
prompted performances. Observers look for behaviors in each of
the four dimensions and record them in detail. It is important to
note not only what the child does but also how they do it. For
example, a child might use a block to build a tower, but the
observer  also  notes  whether  the  child  adjusts  the  blocks
carefully,  knocks  them  down  intentionally,  or  narrates  their
actions. The observer may also note any unusual or repetitive
behaviors that could be relevant to a developmental evaluation.

Scoring and Interpretation
After the observation, the assessor uses the Knox Preschool Play
Scale manual to score the child's play behaviors across the four
dimensions. Each dimension is rated on a descriptive continuum
that corresponds to typical developmental milestones. The scale
is not a simple numerical score but rather a profile that highlights
a child's strengths and areas of concern. For instance, a child
might  show advanced  symbolic  play  but  lag  in  participation,
suggesting  strong  cognitive  skills  with  social  interaction
challenges.  The  profile  is  then  used  to  inform  intervention
planning,  such  as  targeting  social  skills  groups  or  providing
additional opportunities for cooperative play. The Knox Preschool
Play  Scale  is  not  normed  in  the  traditional  sense,  but  it  is
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grounded  in  extensive  developmental  research  and  clinical
experience.

Age Ranges and Norms
The Knox Preschool Play Scale covers children from birth to 72
months,  with  specific  behavioral  descriptors  for  different  age
bands. These age bands are organized in increments, such as
0-12 months, 12-24 months, 24-36 months, 36-48 months, 48-60
months,  and  60-72  months.  For  each  age  band,  the  scale
describes  expected  play  behaviors  in  each  of  the  four
dimensions. For example, a child between 24 and 36 months is
typically beginning to engage in simple pretend play, such as
feeding  a  doll,  and  is  moving  from  parallel  play  to  more
interactive play. When assessing a child, the observer compares
the child's behaviors to these age expectations to determine if
their play is developing typically or if there are delays or atypical
patterns.

THE ROLE OF THE KNOX PRESCHOOL PLAY SCALE IN
CHILD DEVELOPMENT

The Knox Preschool Play Scale is more than just a checklist of
play skills; it is a powerful tool for understanding the whole child.
Because play integrates motor, cognitive, language, and social
domains,  the  scale  provides  a  window  into  a  child's  overall
developmental health. It is particularly valuable in early childhood
settings  where  structured  testing  may  be  difficult  or
inappropriate. The scale helps professionals see beyond isolated

skills and appreciate how a child functions in a natural, joyful
context.

Identifying Developmental
Delays
One of the primary uses of the Knox Preschool Play Scale is in
identifying developmental delays. When a child's play behaviors
fall  significantly  below  age  expectations  in  one  or  more
dimensions,  it  may  signal  a  need  for  further  evaluation.  For
instance, a three-year-old who does not engage in any pretend
play or who only manipulates objects in a repetitive manner may
need  a  comprehensive  developmental  assessment.  Early
identification  through  play-based  observation  allows  for  timely
intervention, which can make a substantial difference in a child's
developmental  trajectory.  The  scale  is  especially  sensitive  to
delays in social communication and imaginative play, which are
early  markers  for  autism  spectrum  disorder  and  other
neurodevelopmental  conditions.

Guiding Occupational
Therapy Interventions
For occupational therapists, the Knox Preschool Play Scale is an
invaluable  guide  for  planning  and  evaluating  interventions.
Because  the  scale  breaks  play  down  into  specific  dimensions,
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therapists  can set  targeted goals  that  address the underlying
skills a child needs to improve. For example, if a child struggles
with  material  management,  the  therapist  might  focus  on  fine
motor  activities  like  stringing  beads  or  using  playdough.  If
participation is weak, the therapist might facilitate parallel play
with a peer and gradually build toward cooperative activities. The
scale also allows therapists to measure progress over time, as
improvements  in  play  behaviors  often  reflect  broader
developmental  gains.  Play-based  intervention  is  inherently
motivating for children, and the KPPS helps ensure that therapy is
both effective and enjoyable.

Supporting Inclusive
Education
In inclusive preschool classrooms, the Knox Preschool Play Scale
helps  teachers  and  specialists  understand  how  each  child
participates  in  play  and  how to  support  diverse  learners.  By
observing play through the lens of the four dimensions, educators
can  adapt  the  environment  and  their  strategies  to  meet
individual needs. For a child with motor delays, the teacher might
provide larger blocks or adaptive tools. For a child with social
anxiety, the teacher might structure small group activities that
build  confidence.  The  scale  also  supports  collaboration  between

teachers,  therapists,  and  families  by  providing  a  common
language  to  discuss  a  child's  play  development.  This  team
approach  ensures  that  interventions  are  consistent  across
settings  and  that  the  child's  play  remains  a  priority  in  their
educational experience.

BENEFITS AND LIMITATIONS OF USING THE PLAY
SCALE

Like any assessment tool, the Knox Preschool Play Scale has both
strengths  and  limitations.  Understanding  these  helps
professionals  use  the  scale  effectively  and  interpret  results
appropriately.
Among  the  key  benefits  is  the  scale's  naturalistic  approach.
Because it is based on observation of free play, the results reflect
a  child's  typical  behavior  rather  than  their  performance  in  a
contrived testing situation. This makes the Knox Preschool Play
Scale highly valid for  real-world application.  The scale is  also
comprehensive, covering a wide range of developmental domains
within a single framework. It is relatively easy to learn and use
with training, and it does not require expensive equipment or
materials.  Additionally,  the  scale  is  flexible  and  can  be  used  in
various  settings,  including  homes,  clinics,  schools,  and
community  programs.
However, there are limitations to consider. The Knox Preschool
Play Scale relies heavily on the skill and experience of the


