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The soft/hard dimension
Spaces for infants and toddlers balance soft and hard 
features. All the children play mostly on hard surfaces, in-
cluding the younger babies, who lie on a cloth-covered floor 
instead of a rug. It may be difficult to imagine young babies 
needing hard surfaces, but research from the Pikler Institute 
indicates that a hard surface gives support, provides resis-
tance, and enhances natural development by making rolling 
over easier (Tardos 2007). Children who are mobile but 
not yet walking explore low wooden platforms with ramps 
(hard) but also cushions and pads to crawl onto (soft). 

Cribs for all the infants offer appropriate softness—that 
is, they are softer than the floor, but not so soft as to put the 
babies at risk for sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS). To 
reduce the risk of SIDS, the American Academy of Pediatrics 
in 1992 recommended a “safe sleep environment,” which 
included providing a firm sleep surface for babies and avoid-
ing soft bedding. More recently they expanded this recom-
mendation beyond just preventing SIDS deaths to include 
prevention of all sleep-related infant deaths (Task Force on 
Sudden Infant Death Syndrome 2011). Teachers put both soft 
and hard toys in all the play areas. The toys are simple play 
objects made of cloth, wool, metal, wood, and plastic—objects 
that encourage the babies to grasp, finger, and mouth them. 

The toddlers enjoy hard surfaces for using the wheel toys 
that they love to both push and ride. The toddlers also appre-
ciate resilient surfaces, both indoors and outdoors. Grass and 
the spongy surfaces under climbing structures are soft and 
provide a contrast to hard floors and concrete areas. Teach-
ers create soft, cuddly spaces with stuffed animals and cozy 
furniture for toddlers to snuggle in. Toddlers take pleasure 
in soft blankets, cushions, and especially adult laps.

O f course, there is a good deal more to consider when 
planning infant and toddler environments, but this is 

one way to analyze an existing one. If you are new at setting 

up an infant and toddler environment, consider how you 
might use the information in this article. If you already have 
your own ideas and experiences related to infant and tod-
dler environments, consider how the dimensions approach 
might work as an analysis tool for you. Give it a try!
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