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PLAYING SAFELY WITH PLAY DOUGH – Flo Longhorn 
 
One of the joys of childhood is getting stuck into piles of colourful appealing play dough. 
The dough can be commercially bought or even better, made by the children themselves. 
There is nothing more multisensory than warm, freshly made, sticky dough. The reason for 
this scented play dough is to set the senses racing and to boost creative play. However, 
with the increasing inclusion of children with special needs into all early years settings, it is 
time to take stock of the safety of play dough. The reason for this is that many special 
children will be at an earlier level of understanding than many of their peers. This may 
reflect in how they approach materials and some may be at the stage of mouthing and 
tasting anything to hand – for quite a while. There also may be children in early years 
settings who have an allergic reaction to certain foods or additives. Commercial varieties 
of play dough, from reputable companies will ensure that their brand will be as safe as 
possible. With regard to home-made play dough, some of the recipes may contain 
ingredients that could cause a problem if chewed or eaten. 
 
Three ingredients, salt, borax and food ingredients may be found in the recipes used in 
early years settings. These need to be monitored carefully or not used at all. 
 
Salt 
Some home- made play dough recipes have a lot of salt in the mixture. Yet, even the 
ingestion of small amounts of salt dough – as little as two teaspoons – could make an 
average two-year old child quite ill. 
 
 
Borax  
Some recipes for play dough or slime may list adding borax as a preservative. Borax is 
also poisonous and is absorbed on contact with the skin – it used to be used as a means 
of cockroach control. Borax is toxic – and there are documented cases of long term, low 
level exposure causing a range of reactions including conjunctivitis and skin rashes. Play 
dough made with either of these ingredients will taste unpleasant and most children would 
spit them out. However, a special child may not have reached the level of discriminating 
between tastes and may munch away quite happily unless closely supervised. 

 
 
 

 
 

 



 

Food ingredients  
 
Care also has to be taken that play dough does not have any food additives that may 
cause a reaction in a child. And example of this would be play dough made with wheat 
flour, which is eaten by a child who requires a gluten free diet. Peanut butter cannot be 
used if a child in the group has a nut allergy. 
 
The important thing is to continue with the wonderful creative use of activities using play 
dough but to make sure that a check is made: 

• Use recipes that do not require salt or borax 

• Watch children carefully to make sure they do not eat too much of the play dough 
they are investigating and enjoying 

• Encourage the use of the other senses in investigating the dough – smell and 
touch, especially haptic touch 

• Check the ingredients before making play dough to ensure there is nothing that 
might cause an allergic reaction for a particular child 

• Watch out for the eyes if the play dough has added ingredients such as glitter, in 
case a child goes to rub their eyes during use 

• Most of all carry on providing exciting but safe play dough for everyone to enjoy! 

 
The following pages have some examples of play dough recipes that are salt and borax 
free. They use the senses of taste and smell as well as textures. You need to check if 
there are other additives, with regard to the needs of any child in your setting. Enjoy! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Icing play dough 
You will need: 
A can of ready-made chocolate frosting 
A cup of peanut butter 
1 ½ cups dry powdered milk 
You have to: 
Mix all the ingredients together with a big wooden spoon 
Place on a board and knead with hands 
If it is too sticky, add some more dried milk 
The play dough can be rolled and shaped and made into sweeties 
 
Glitter play dough 
You will need: 
2 cups flour 
2 cups water 
3 tablespoons cooking oil 
1 cup caster sugar 
2 tablespoons of cream of tartar 
Food colouring and essence – e.g. blue and peppermint 
Glitter 
You have to: 
Put all the ingredients in a large bowl and stir with a spoon – add glitter to suit 
Put the mixed ingredients into a food processor and blend well 
Put the mixture in a microwavable bowl and microwave for 5 minutes 
Leave to cool 
 
Tasty play dough – you can have a nibble 
You will need:     
2½ cups peanut butter                                                    
1 cup powdered milk 
1 cup runny honey 
1 cup porridge oats  
You have to:                                                        
Mix the ingredients with lots of different spoons             
Adjust the texture by adding more / less of the ingredients      
Munch, squish and enjoy!  
 



 

Cinnamon play dough  
You will need: 
2 cups flour 
1 cup caster sugar 
5 teaspoons cinnamon 
½ to 1 cup warm water (try half the liquid replaced with pureed apple for a change) 
You have to: 
Mix flour and cinnamon together in a large bowl 
Make a well in the centre and pour in the water 
Mix using hands until a ball is formed 
Knead and bash it for a few minutes 
Wrap in cling film and refrigerate for half an hour 
 
Snow play dough – a squishy experience 
You will need:     
1 cup Lux soap flakes (found in the detergent isle of the supermarket) 
2 cups of warm water 
Electric hand mixer or old fashioned egg beater 
You have to:                                                        
Place soap flakes in a bowl 
Add water 
Mix until fluffy and squishy and play with like play dough 
Add a few drops of food colouring to add a contrast 
 
 
Sand play dough – for a tickly, scratchy texture 
You will need:     
4 cups clean, white sand 
3 cups flour 
1 cup water 
½ cup cooking oil 
You have to:                                                        
Combine all ingredients in a big bowl 
Explore a new scratchy tickly sensation 
 
 
 


