FUN WITH MESSY PLAY:  Ideas and Activities for Children with Special Needs
Tracey Beckerleg (2009), Jessica Kingsley Publishers, www.jkp.com
Tracey Beckerleg is both a teacher for children with special needs as well as a mother. She is a strong believer in the benefits of messy play…for stimulation of the senses, promoting language and communication, fostering social development, acquisition of motor skills, and relaxation.  The author encourages the use of messy play with all children, but, for children with special needs, it has a special advantage over other forms of play. Messy play can easily be adapted and its inherent lack of structure allows them to be successful with whatever approach they take.
Messy play has often been discouraged because it is perceived as, well…”messy.” Its lack of rules may make it seem a bit chaotic. As a culture, we are often obsessed with targets and goals. We seem to think that we need to structure our children’s time in order to teach them everything they need to learn. Yet, according to this author (with whom I very strongly agree as an occupational therapist who works with children with special needs), play is the means by which children learn naturally and can safely explore the world around them. Play should be always be enjoyable for the child and certainly provide them with time for “me”, but that doesn’t mean it shouldn’t be guided.  The author is careful to provide the reader with guidelines for messy play. She also describes the different forms of play by how much guidance is provided. For messy play to be successful, it should have an aim, a plan, the equipment to be used, and a way of evaluating it. 
The book has a chapter on how to use messy play, and adapt it for children with special needs, for each of the developmental benefits it provides (sensory, language, social, motor, and relaxation).  Mrs. Beckerleg provides additional chapters on wet and dry messy play…as well as chapter on non-messy play. She even throws in a chapter on how to use messy play to promote pre-writing skills.
This is a small book, but is filled with wonderfully creative ideas for stimulating normal development using common materials within the natural format of play.  Although it was written for children with special needs, the activities she describes are the same ones (perhaps presented in a slight different manner) that all children engage in and learn from.  The special needs children that this author mentions in her book are predominately physically disabled. As an occupational therapist who works with children on the autism spectrum, these same activities can be (and should be) used with this population as well, for the same reasons. I strongly recommend this book for any parent or teacher working with children who wish to promote development of natural play skills and all the learning that entails. 
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