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The Importance of Sand and Water Play in Early Years Education
Sand and water play are not just enjoyable activities—they are vital for holistic development and align closely with the EYFS principles of learning through play. These experiences provide rich opportunities for exploration, problem-solving, and social interaction and good practice will always have these elements available as part of continuous provision.
[image: ]
Sand and water play strengthen both fine and gross motor skills. Actions like pouring, scooping, and digging develop hand-eye coordination and finger dexterity, essential for writing and tool use later on. Larger movements—such as carrying buckets or building large structures—support core strength and balance. These activities also encourage bilateral coordination (using both hands together), which is key for everyday tasks.
Children naturally explore early maths concepts such as capacity, volume, weight, and measurement when filling containers or comparing sizes. They also engage in scientific inquiry—observing how water flows, predicting what will sink or float, and experimenting with textures when mixing sand and water. These experiences lay the foundation for understanding cause-and-effect and problem-solving.
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Sand and water areas are rich environments for language development. Children narrate their actions, negotiate roles, and use descriptive vocabulary. Skilled adults can scaffold learning by asking open-ended questions like “What do you think will happen if…?” Research highlights that sensory play boosts expressive language and vocabulary acquisition by up to 25% in some settings.
Collaborative play fosters social skills such as sharing, turn-taking, and conflict resolution. Children learn to work together on projects like building a sandcastle or creating a water channel, which promotes teamwork and empathy. These experiences also support emotional regulation—sand and water play can be calming and help children manage stress.
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Sand and water offer endless opportunities for creative expression. Children can design landscapes, create patterns, and experiment with textures. Adding natural materials like shells, stones, or leaves enhances imaginative play and encourages storytelling, linking to literacy development.

Practical Tips for Educators
· Plan for open-ended play: Avoid rigid instructions; let children lead their exploration.
· Enhance learning: Introduce tools (funnels, sieves, rakes, spades) and natural elements such as pebbles, shells, sticks and leaves to extend play.
· Observe and scaffold: Use play as a chance to introduce new vocabulary and concepts.
· Ensure safety and hygiene: Refresh materials regularly and supervise closely.
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Sand and water play are not just fun—they are essential for holistic development in early years. Research consistently highlights their role in fostering physical, cognitive, and social-emotional growth. By embedding sand and water experiences into your provision, you create rich, multi-sensory opportunities that support all areas of the EYFS framework. These activities allow children to explore, experiment, and discover, laying the foundation for lifelong learning.
Sand and Water Play Language Bank
	Descriptive Words
	Action Words
	Concept Words
	Positional Language
	Imaginative Play

	soft, rough, smooth, gritty, dry, wet, sticky, flat, round, pointy, curved, straight, big, small, tiny, huge, tall, short, heavy, light
wet, dry, slippery, splashy, clear, muddy, bubbly, cold, warm
	scoop, pour, dig, build, pat, flatten, mould, sift, sprinkle, bury, uncover, splash, stir, squeeze, drip, float, sink, mix, spray, squirt

	full, empty, more, less, deep, shallow, high, low, sink, float, collapse, balance, stable, fast, slow, flow, stop


	on top, under, inside, outside, next to, between, above, below, through

	castle, tunnel, mountain, road, bridge, moat, cave, river, lake, ocean, waterfall, boat, fish, bridge


	Question Starters for Adults

	· “What happens if…?”
· “Can you make it taller?”
· “How does it feel?”
· “Which one is heavier?”
· “What will happen if we add water?”
· “Can you make it flow faster?”
· “Which one floats?”
· “How does it feel?”
· “I wonder why that happens...”










Sand and Water Play Resource List
	Sand Play
	Water Play

	Sand table or sand pit
Plenty of clean play sand
Buckets
Spades
Scoops
Funnels
Sieves
Colanders
Sand moulds of varying shapes
Rakes
Brushes
Water containers
Pebbles, shells, sticks, pinecones
Small wooden blocks or planks
Measuring cups and jugs
Small world figures and vehicles
Clipboards and pencils
Dustpan and Brush
Brooms- for children and adults
Labelled tubs or baskets for easy access and tidying

	Water tray that can easily be emptied and filled
Jugs
Cups
Buckets
Scoops
Funnels
Tubes
Pipettes
Droppers
Water wheels and pumps
Boats
Balls
Shells, pebbles, leaves flowers
Food colouring
Bubbles
Small world- fish, animals, people, boats
Clipboards and paper
Waterproof aprons
Mop and bucket
Labelled tubs or baskets for easy access and tidying
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