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Balance supplies the brain with the knowledge of where the body is in relation to space around it

LEARNING DIFFICULTIES
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WHY IS IT IMPORTANT?
‘Rough and tumble’ allows 
full sensory integration for 
developing minds and bodies. 
Touch, e!ort, smell, sight, 
sound, proprioception and risk 
assessment are all involved 
as we learn to communicate 
physically with others. 

Such play includes working 
both with and against 
others, solving problems and 
developing a sense of self by 
‘standing our ground’. Think 
of it as the development of 
physical negotiation skills, all 
of which underpin speech and 
language development, as 
well as listening and relating 
to others. 

WHAT DOES IT 
INVOLVE?
✔ Full body contact with 
others ✔ rolling ✔ wrestling ✔ 
wriggling ✔ jostling ✔ pushing 
✔ pulling ✔ dodging ✔ falling

Falling is an important 
skill that requires balance 
and control. It will help 
children to become good 
at risk assessment and 
able to respond to di!erent 
physical environments. 
Most importantly, falling 
is a skill that needs to be 
repeated in order to be 
mastered. Exploring the 
fun and sensations of ‘safe 
falling’ is part of vestibular 
development.
‘Physical scribbling’ Just as 
we encourage and understand 
a child’s scribbles and doodles 
as pre-writing skills and 
explorations, so the same can 
be said for physical play and 
lots of wriggling and fidgeting! 
It all needs to be worked out, 
repeated and improved before 
other skills can develop that 
will lead to successful writing, 
reading, communication and 
physical mastery.

SAFETY
It is understandable that 
adults have safety concerns 
about children engaging 
in rough and tumble play. 
As ever, we need to use our 
common sense, do our risk 
assessments and be alert 
to potential dangers. We 
also have a responsibility to 
ensure that all children have 
access to this most important 
physical experience at a level 
of interaction that is exactly 
right for them, so we need to 
tune into our children and their 
individual stages of physical 
and sensory development. 

SPACE
● Make sure the numbers 

of bodies and nature of 
movement play are suited 
to the space you have, or 
choose to use. 

● Keep it clear of furniture and 
other obstructions, but it 

UNDERSTANDING ‘ROUGH AND TUMBLE’

doesn’t have to be a ‘soft’ or 
padded space. Children need 
to learn to negotiate di!erent 
surfaces and to develop their 
own risk assessment around 
them.

● Make the most of outdoors 
and the natural environment 
for full-body exploration 
on and around trees, grass, 
boulders, water and so on.

SUPERVISION 
● Think about how and where 

you position yourself to 
support this kind of play. Are 
you an observer or an integral 
part of the play experience? 
Both are valid.

●  Always supervise physical 
activities but resist the role 
of over-policing and getting 
in the way of potentially 
exciting explorations. 

● Encourage and guide without 
being too anxious or abruptly 
ending activities if they get 

too energetic. Find alternative 
ways of redirecting or 
extending the action, for 
example, through role play.

● Don’t provide all the answers. 
Use your knowledge of 
individual children to know 
when to stand by and give 
encouragement while 
children negotiate tricky 
situations, or find out how 
to right themselves after a 
bump or trip.

● Be aware of dynamics and the 
intentions behind children’s 
movements – it is often seen 
as rude or aggressive when a 
child is physically engrossed 
in a movement or sensation, 
yet we wouldn’t distract 
them if they were equally 
engrossed in a writing task, 
for example. 

● Can you spot the di!erence 
between aggressively out-
of-control behaviour and 
imaginative fully engaged, 

physical contact? 
● Be aware of children who get 

over-excited or particularly 
stressed by lots of physical 
play. Find a smaller ‘bite-
sized’ way of playing with 
them, and carefully monitor 
development.

● Be aware of children who are 
wary of close contact with 
others. Find ways of building 
their confidence and making 
the sensation feel safe. Try 
using fabric or scarves for 
pulling and tugging (see-
saw games, playing ‘horse’, 
etc), allowing children to join 
in with a level of sensation 
that works for them. Seek 
guidance if you have serious 
concerns about a child’s 
tactile sensitivity.

GETTING INVOLVED
One of the best ways to help 
children to keep themselves 
safe while engaging in physical 

play is to role-model good ways 
of doing it, just as we would 
with any other area of learning. 
We can add to their knowledge 
and experience of keeping 
safe either verbally or through 
our own bodies through 
demonstration or support.
● Getting involved with 

children’s physical play 
might involve leading, 
playing alongside, coaching 
or demonstrating a skill or 
even providing the other 
body to tumble with! This 
is particularly important 
with babies and very young 
children, when a ‘tuned-in’ 
adult can gauge energy and 
pleasure levels from their 
contact with the child as they 
play physical games.

● Role-model safe ways to fall, 
and talk through your own 
thoughts and emotions when 
engaging in exciting physical 
experiences. 
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ATTACHMENT THEORY
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MOVEMENT
● A Jean Ayres, Sensory 

Integration and The Child 
– Understanding Hidden 
Sensory Challenges 
(Western Psychological 
Services)

● Institute of Neuro-
Physiological Psychology 
(INPP), www.INPP.org.uk 

● ‘Move On’ by Mike Jess 
and Jan McIntyre of the 
University of Edinburgh 
(Nursery World, 29 January 
2009)

● Sally Goddard Blythe, 
The Well-Balanced Child: 

Movement and Early 
Learning (Hawthorn Press)

● Penny Greenland, ‘Hopping 
Home Backwards’, 
Jabadao, see www.
jabadao.org 

● HL Levison, Smart But 
Feeling Dumb (Warner 
Books)

● Merriam-Webster’s 
Medical Dictionary (c) 
2002, Merriam-Webster, 
Inc. 

● Carla Hannaford, Smart 
Moves: Why Learning Isn’t 
All In Your Head (Great 
Ocean Publishers)

LEARNING 
DIFFICULTIES
Research into learning 
di"culties and the 
cerebellum:
● Nicolson RI, Fawcett AJ, 

Dean P, Developmental 
Dyslexia: the cerebellar 
deficit hypothesis, Dept of 
Psychology, University of 
She"eld S10 2TP

● Stoodley CJ, Fawcett 
AJ, Nicolson RI, Stein JF, 
Impaired balancing ability in 
dyslexic children, University 
Laboratory of Physiology, 
University of Oxford

REFERENCES AND FURTHER RESOURCES

Physical exploration benefits a child’s emotional well-being
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