
The Purpose of Play: 

Developing Skills at the Sensory Table 

Mediums & Materials: 

 Rice 

 Water 

 Leaves 

 Snow 

 Sand (wet or dry) 

 Play dough 

 Cotton balls 

 Beans 

 Whole corn kernels 

 Ice cubes 

 Cups 

 Scoops 

 Cars 

 Tongs 

 Seashells 

 PVC plumbing joints 

 Buttons 

 Ping Pong Balls 

 Plastic eggs 

 And so much more!!! 

MSU is an affirmative-action, equal-opportunity 
employer, committed to achieving excellence through 
a diverse workforce and inclusive culture that 
encourages all people to reach their full potential. 
Michigan State University Extension programs and 
materials are open to all without regard to race, color, 
national origin, gender, gender identity, religion, age, 
height, weight, disability, political beliefs, sexual 
orientation, marital status, family status or veteran 
status. 

Sensory experiences are an important part of children's 

development. Many of young children’s favorite activities 

such as digging in the sand or pouring water are sensory 

activities. Young children learn best through hands-on 

experiences. 

 What are children learning at the sensory table? 

Sensory play at home 

The purpose of sensory play 

You can easily create your own sensory table at home by 

filling a large container, such as a dish pan or plastic tote, with 

items such as rice, dried beans, water, or sand. Provide 

children with items such as scoops or cups, plastic cars, 

animals, or other items of interest to them. The plastic cars 

might leave tracks in sand, while cups and scoops allow for 

experiences with measuring and volume. Picking up cotton 

balls with clothespins builds fine motor skills. The 

opportunities are endless! 

Children learn many things from sensory play. Activities can 
be intentionally designed to support certain areas of 
development.  Some examples include: 

 Math skills: size, counting,  matching, classifying, sorting. 
Concepts such as full/empty, less/more, sink/float 

 Science skills: cause and effect, gravity, mixing solids and 
liquids, problem solving, making observations and 
predications, responding to findings 

 Fine motor skills: supported by using small tools such as 
tongs, scissors, scoops, pouring, etc. 

For more information about early childhood development including 

programs in your area, visit www.msue.msu.edu. 


