“Wanna play?” For many parents, as we look back on our childhoods those words were full of excitement and anticipation. Those words were a signal for the most significant memories of our childhoods. I remember playing ‘horsie’ with a little girl on the playground each day. The next question after ‘wanna play’ was always related to naming our horses. After that, the fun had begun.

Unfortunately, for parents of children on the Autism Spectrum, that phrase is not one that is heard frequently. Even when the phrase is spoken, different emotions follow in the mind of a mother of a child on the Spectrum. The emotions are typically worry, or even dread, as mom begins to contemplate if her child will participate or how long the play will last. As significant and important as these informal play-dates are, children on the Spectrum are often excluded from the opportunity to participate in them.
Fortunately, a large body of research in the psychology field has arisen to meet this challenge. While teaching play skills is certainly non-trivial, the research consistently reveals that play skills can be taught and that gains can be significant; sometimes quite amazing. Social skills programs are becoming quite plentiful in the community and that is always good to see. However, play group programs are much more difficult to find in the Boulder area.
Social skills and play skills, while related, are not the same. A social skills course is developed to directly teach certain skills, as to be applied in various situations at home, school, or in the community. Of course, this training is extremely important and necessary for all children, especially children with a disability. However, play skills are just as important. Play is different than socialization, mostly in the degree of structure. Play, is by nature, spontaneous. In the school setting, all ‘play’ is structured as part of the curriculum and led by an adult. True play, on the other hand, is child led. The children make the rules. The children invite participants and set up the dynamics of the play. Striking that balance between unstructured play, where children on the Spectrum are generally met with rejection and failure…and…overly structured play where the children’s natural play skills are interrupted by the leadership of an adult…is a challenge, to be sure.
That said, it is exciting to know that there is a new playgroup program in Broomfield starting up this summer to meet this need. Marcy Willard, the play skills coach and Program Director has a Master’s Degree in Psychology and will begin her PhD in School Psychology this Fall. The program was developed based on a variety of private social skills clinic experiences in Colorado and California. The foundations of the program are based on Pamela Wolfberg’s Integrated Playgroup Model (IPG), as well as others, which have been researched extensively and are in use at various sites around the country. There has not been a program of this nature in Colorado, however, until now. For more information on the various research-based models being used, see: www.laughingwell.wordpress.com.
Each group consists of about 5 or 6 children and at least two Play Guides, including Marcy Willard. The groups include 1-3 children on the spectrum and 3 or more typical peers. The peers are hand-picked based on specific play skill expertise. For example, a more timid and withdrawn child will be placed in a group with a more assertive play ‘expert’. There is a theme for each session, such as kitchen, farm, hospital, space, etc. Even though the themes are much like those observed at school, these groups are quite different. The role of the Play Guide is to facilitate communication and participation. The games are developed by the children. As the groups start out, the typical children generally lead the play. The goal is for two major developments to occur over time: 1) the typical children begin to include the children on the Spectrum in the games more consistently; and 2) the children on the spectrum start to take on more leadership in the groups. By the conclusion of the group it is wonderful to see a variety of new play skills, of course. Sometimes, something infinitely more exciting happens, the kids actually  make new friends!
For more information, please see the program’s website: www.laughingwell.wordpress.com. Please note that each of the three groups still needs typical children! If your child has a friend, neighbor, or sibling that can participate, that would be extremely helpful. There are currently three groups starting up this summer: 1) preschool, 2) age 9-11, and 3) a non-verbal group. The groups will be offered in one week segments, an hour per day, through the summer. The office line of the Laughingwell company is (949) 510-3462. Leave a message with some times that you would like to be contacted and Marcy will call you personally to answer questions or schedule a play assessment. Groups will take place in Broomfield at the intersection of 144th and Lowell….wanna play?! (
