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‘Open ended toys’ are critical to healthy child development. They are a simple concept 
but keeping them in mind is one of the easiest ways for parents to make a real difference 
to the value of their child’s play. 

I’ll tell you about open ended toys by answering the questions that I’m commonly asked 
about them….. 

“What are ‘open-ended’ toys – what does this mean?” 

‘Open-ended’ toys are toys without ‘prescriptive’ outcomes. The term basically means 
that there is no right or wrong way of playing with the toys and each individual child can 
play with them as they see fit, in a way that they will enjoy. This type of toy encourages 
the child to do the playing – rather than the toy doing the playing for them! They are toys 
where there is no ‘finite’ achievement; they can be played with on a very simple and at 
more complex levels. This means that they can be played with at each child’s current 
level of development and will then grow with the child; giving threm opportunities to 
play with the toy at a more sophisticated level as and when they are ready. 
 

 
There is no 'right answer' with these mirrors and coloured shapes. Children can enjoy 
them with no pressure to 'succeed' 

“ So give me some examples of ‘open-ended’ toys!” 



Some examples of ‘open-ended’ toys include: Building blocks; construction sets; marble 
runs; puppets; ‘small world’ toys, like farms, forts and dolls houses; peg boards; musical 
instruments; play houses; and, of course, paper, pencils and crayons. When you think 
about it, these are all toys that give the child playing with them control of what happens 
and to what level of sophistication. 
 

 
Marble runs are great open ended toys 

If you are looking at a toy, and trying to decide if it is ‘open-ended’, try asking yourself 
the following questions 

1. Is there a right way and a wrong way of using it in the sense of having a single 
‘desired’ outcome? (If the answer is YES then it isn’t an open ended toy) 

2. Will it grow with my child? (If the answer is NO then it isn’t an open ended toy) 
3. Does it tell my child what to do, or can my child decide for himself / herself how 

to use it? (If the answer is NO to the second part then it isn’t an open ended toy) 

“Why are ‘open-ended’ toys good for my child’s development?” 

‘Open-ended’ toys are great for a child’s development as they inherently encourage a 
child to use his/her own imagination and ideas AND they dispel any reluctance to play 
for fear of ‘getting it wrong’. When they play with open ended toys they are learning 
really important skills: How to experiment with their own ideas; how to negotiate with 
their playmates (for example over which way the marble run will turn); how to estimate 
and hypothesise (for example when building with wooden blocks; how to devise their 
own stories and play scenarios (for example when playing with puppets)….the list is 
endless. Open ended toys teach children many of the underpinning skills they need for 
their future learning; which they learn with confidence, in their own time and in their own 
way. This is very different to toys commonly sold as ‘learning toys’ that teach specifics 
like letters, numbers or simple spelling and have ‘desired outcomes’ which may not suit 
individual children, often make them feel under pressure and simply set them up for 
failure. 
 



 
'Small world' toys like this farm set allow for lots of open ended play 

Open ended toys enable a child to learn how to learn, not how to spell, count or recite the 
alphabet! They encourage creativity, confidence and communication skills the three C’s 
which underpin the Elemental Toys ethos. You'll find lots of open ended toys on our 
web-site and in our catalogue. 

In our next play tip I will look at the importance of giving your child the ‘time’ they need 
to develop their play ideas and the important role this has in early years’ development. 

Best wishes 
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