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Will you play 
with me?
Will you play 
with me?
How to use 
DIRFloortime® play 
to connect with 
your child.

How to use 
DIRFloortime® play 
to connect with 
your child.
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Learning Outcomes

At the end of this workshop participants will :

 Appreciate the importance of play for children and their 
caregivers 

 Understand the core principles of DIRFloortime® and how 
it fosters growth and connection between children and 
their caregivers

 Name at least 6 Floortime® strategies supporting playful, 
attuned, connected relationships 

Helen Groth, 2025     Do not use or distribute without written permission 

What are we doing today?
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Helen Groth is a British trained, dynamic 
special educator currently living in 

Milwaukee, Wisconsin. Although she hails 
from the UK Helen spent many years living 

and working in Singapore. Helen runs a 
DIR® accredited business and has funding 

for her Floortime® work with families 
through the Wisconsin CLTS program. Her 

work is rooted in relationships: building 
trust with families through respectful 

interactions. She is a life-long student who 
is always reading and learning through 

additional training and mentorship.
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National Institute for Play
www.nifplay.org

Play Personalities Quiz
Created by Lindsay Braman 
Based on the work of Dr. Stuart Brown

THE COLLECTOR
THE COMPETITOR
THE CREATOR / ARTIST
THE DIRECTOR

THE EXPLORER
THE JOKER
THE KINESTHETE
THE STORYTELLER
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7 Primal Emotions

SEEKING

RAGE

FEAR

LUST

CARE

PANIC

PLAY!

Dr. Jaak Panksepp, TED Talk
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All the adults were once children, 
….but only a few remember it. 

The Little Prince

Alexander Milov, 2015
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PLAY brings us great JOY! 

Miriam Beloglovsky
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What do we need 

in-order to Thrive?
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Supportive Responsive 
Relationships

1

3

2

Reduce Sources of Stress  

Strong Core Life Skills
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Communicate
Sleep
Learn
Behave
Perceive 

Move
Play
Think
Regulate
Socialize 

Sense
Eat
Feel
Emote
Attention  

Kieran Rose, Inside of Autism

HOW WE PLAY AND ENGAGE

WHAT WE PLAY WITH

THE PLAY ENVIRONMENT
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Artist, Erin Human 
(https://erinhuman.com)Helen Groth, 2025     Do not use or distribute 

without written permission 

Dr. Stuart Brown
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“Play is a state of mind that 
one has when absorbed in an 
activity that provides 
enjoyment and a suspension 
of a sense of time. And play 
is self-motivated, so you want 
to do it again and again.”

How do we recognize play?

To be play:
Apparently purposeless 

Intrinsically motivated and self-generated 

Freely chosen – voluntary and self-initiated

Brings joy

Experience ‘flow’

Lose sense of the passage of time 

Diminished consciousness of self

Improvisational

Desire to continue 

Dr. Stuart Brown
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ANTICIPATION   PLEASURE  

UNDERSTANDING POISE STRENGTH 

THE ELEMENTS OF PLAY

SURPRISE 

Helen Groth, 2025     Do not use or distribute without written permission 

Eva A. Neumann

How do we recognize play?

Control

Motivation

Reality

How do we recognize play?
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WHY DO WE PLAY?
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PLAY is the 
most authentic 
expression of 
the inner life of 
the child. 
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Play at 1 month to 12 months

 Exploratory play

 Sensorimotor play

Engage in repetitive movements to experience  

sensory sensations

 Focused on bonding with caregivers

 Explores caregiver’s hair, body, face

 Explores objects like rings, rattles, soft toys

Back and forth cooing with caregiver
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Play at 12 to 18 months

 Functional play

 Relational play

 Understands purpose of toys

 Operates toys according to function

 Cause and effect play

 Dumping and filling play

 Manipulating toys that twist, turn, crank, 

make noise or light up 

 Recognize themself in a mirror or pictures
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Play at 18 months

 Plays alone on the floor with toys

Shows increasing interest in other children

 Plays simple pretend, eg. feeding the baby

 Imitates caregiver eg. animal noises 

 Shows a range of feelings

 Hands things to others as part of play

 Points to show things to others

 Explores alone with caregiver close by

 Enjoys being read to
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Early Play Trajectory

 Unoccupied Play (0-3 months)

 Solitary Play (0 to 2 years)

 Spectator Play (2 years)

 Parallel Play (2+ years)

 Associate Play (3 to 4 years)

 Cooperative Play (4+ years) 
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It takes great skill to pull 
some children onto play! 

Meaningful Speech 
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Reasons your child might not be 
interested in playing with you 

Monotropism

Not yet developmentally ready

Not interested in the type of play

Prefers parallel play

Enjoys solo play

Prefers sensory or object play

Engaging with others is stressful 

Meaningful Speech, July 2025 
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Avoid 
prompting or 
forcing play

Meet them 
where they 

are at 

Offer new 
items as 

suggestions 

Minimize 
clutter

Be thoughtful 
about 

playgroups 

Respect 
Readiness 

What you can do instead
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Meaningful Speech, July 2025 

Our Role

1 Encourage child’s initiation 

Create shared joy

Lengthen shared attention 

Deepen engagement 

Show interest in their ideas 
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A brief introduction to DIRFloortime®: 
What makes this approach so unique?  
A brief introduction to DIRFloortime®: 
What makes this approach so unique?  
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Who created D I R Floortime®? 

Dr. Stanley Greenspan Dr. Serena Wieder
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D I R
The Developmental Individual 

Differences Relationship model 
developed by Dr. Stanley 

Greenspan and Dr. Serena Wieder 

FLOORTIME
The practice of using your knowledge of 
DIR to promote healthy development by 
intentionally following a person's lead and 
creating opportunities for growth
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D I R Floortime®
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DIRFloortime is a way of relating to a 
child in which we recognize and respect 
the emotional experience of the child, 
shown in their actions, ideas, and 
intentions, and interact in a way that 
helps the child to achieve a greater sense 
of purpose, building their capacity to 
engage and communicate at increasingly 
complex levels of development. 

Diane Cullinane
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What do caregivers say?
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Thank you for your wonderful words. I have 
learned from the best! Thank you for being 
such a wonderful and kind individual.  

Thank you! Thank you for your joy, your inspiration and your knowledge.
You are so good at what you do, and you were meant for it! I always feel 
inspired after our time together. 

Thank you for all of
your help ‘thinking’. 
The small shifts I am 

making in how I show 
up each day are making 
changes for the better.

I really appreciate how intentional you 
are with learning about us and S’s 
unique brain wiring. It really shows that 
you care and want the best outcomes 

as we work together.

Our conversations have 
given me a lifeline and 
helped me in so many 

ways. Filled my life with joy 
and helped me understand 
my grandson more. Thanks 
for everything thing you do. 

See you next week!

Created by Helen Groth, modified from the original work of Dr. Kelly Mahler, 2025

Relationship Based
Neuro-Affirming 
Approaches 

Compliance Based 
Approaches
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“D”

“I” “R”
Individual 
Differences
that are unique to 
everyone

Functional 
Emotional 
Developmental
Capacities

Relationship:
joyful, affective 

interactions

D I R Floortime®
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The ‘D’ in DIR® is Developmental
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The ‘I’ in DIR® is Individual Difference
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The ‘R’ in DIR® is Relationship

1

3

2

Externalize your ideas

Support your thinking 

Guide your eyes 
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Caregiver Coaching
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“In DIRFloortime relationships 
are a tool and how we use 
them is very carefully and 
intentionally orchestrated.”
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DEVELOPMENTAL RELATIONSHIP-BASED WORK

The ‘R’ in DIR® is Relationship
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What does Relationship-based 
therapy mean?

Being fully present and available.

Being a harbor of safety that allows the other person’s nervous 

system to hook onto that.

It is a way of being to enhance development. 

Dialing up and down all the facets of the interaction.
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SSN’s Relationships 

1

3

2

NURTURING

SECURE

SAFE

Helen Groth, 2025     Do not use or distribute without written permission 

61

62

63



22

Qualities of SSN Caregivers
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 Attuned

 Caring

 Predictable

 Loving

 Consistent

 Self-regulated

 Reliable

Warm

 Emotionally Available

 Present 

Gerry Costa

Relate to your child in a way that they feel 
uniquely valued and understood

Parent in a sensitive, responsive, reliable, 
attuned and benevolent manner.

Be bigger, stronger, wiser and kinder when limits 
are called-for.

Emotionally Available Caregiving
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Each individual’s development 
has its own timetable.

Serena Wieder, Profectum Spring Conference 2024
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The 5 C’s 

1 Comfort

Control

Confidence

Competence

Communication

2

3

4

5
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There is no successful 
outcome without relationship. 

Arietta Slade 
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NEURONS THAT FIRE TOGETHER WIRE TOGETHER
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What does it look like? 

When we watch a video, please remember that we are watching a 
snapshot of a relationship. 

Please view with respect and curiosity. My hope is to create a safe 
space for collective reflection and wonderings. 
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DIRFloortime® Relationships 

1

3

2

OBSERVE

LISTEN

ATTUNE
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Follow the 
child’s interest

Start where the 
child is at

Sound effects

Watch! Wait! Lean in! 

D I R Floortime® Strategies

BE THE BEST TOY IN THE ROOM!

Wonder! 

No ideas of 
your own! 

Helen Groth, 2025     Do not use or distribute without written permission 

70

71

72



25

Helen Groth and Laura Westbrook, 2025     Do not use or distribute without written permission SO, EVERYONE IS HAVING FUN!

In D I R Floortime® we play
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Being With

BE THE BEST TOY IN THE ROOM!
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Autism + Environment = Outcome  
Golden Equation, Dr. Luke Beardon

Autism + Environment = Outcome  

Golden Equation, Dr. Luke Beardon
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When adults… Children learn to…

Attune1 Regulate

Engage2 Connect

Respond3 Reciprocate

Expand4 Communicate

Pretend5 Create

Challenge6 Think

Reflect7 Self-reflect

Developmental Capacities
Multi causal comparative thinking
Grey area thinking 
Reflective thinking

Building bridges between ideas
Logical and abstract thinking

Creative use of ideas and symbols
Emotional thinking

Complex gestural communication 
Shared social problem solving
Developing sense of self

Purposeful emotional interaction
2-way purposeful communication

Regulation and interest in the world
Shared attention

Engaging and relating
Mutual engagement
Falling in love

Based on the work of Dr. Andrea Davis
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What does it look like? 

When we watch a video, please remember that we are watching a 
snapshot of a relationship. 

Please view with respect and curiosity. My hope is to create a safe 
space for collective reflection and wonderings. 
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A-Ha! Moments

Something new 
that you learned 

Something that 
resonated for you

A tool to use 
immediately
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