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To Mason, bump, Ben and Archie…
may we never stop dancing in the kitchen!




The playHOORAY! Handbook


100 Fun Activities for Busy Parents Who Want to Play




 
Claire Russell
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INTRODUCTION


Hi Play Mates,


I’m Claire, an Early Years Specialist, founder of playHOORAY! and I am on a mission to help parents to play with their babies and young children at home. I’m mum to a very energetic five-year-old Mason and live in Nottingham with my husband Ben and flat-coated retriever, Archie. For the past four years I have been singing about the wonderful world of play to anyone that would listen. I am delighted that you’ve come to play, and I promise to help you along the way!


I remember the moment I knew working with children was my vocation when I was on a teaching practice placement and working in a class with 5-year-olds. As I was reading a story to the children sat on the carpet, I could feel a cool breeze coming in so asked one of the children to ‘Shut the door please, there’s a draught coming in.’ The child misheard me and said, ‘There’s a giraffe coming in?!’ to which every child in the class turned around expecting to see a giraffe walking through the door! At that point, I fell in love with working with young minds. To a young child anything is possible and that is what is so wonderful. We as adults are so fortunate to get an insight into this world and in my teaching job I wanted to bring playful possibilities to the families and young children in my care. After teaching for several years in schools in Nottingham and Bristol, it was only when I became a parent that the interest became a real passion that I wanted to share with thousands of others!


PLAY SAVED ME


In December 2013 my baby boy was born, and he turned my world upside down. I’m not going to lie – I found motherhood a lot harder than I expected. I loved and adored my baby more than anything, but it still wasn’t easy, and I wasn’t prepared for that.


Living in Bristol with family and friends all at least a three-hour car journey away, I soon found the days at home with my baby were lovely, but often very long and lonely. However, things all changed when Mason was approximately six months old.


He was starting to sit independently, and I remembered something I used to do in school with the young children … treasure baskets. It’s a bit of running joke in our family that I have a lot of storage baskets so I was able to quickly grab a big empty basket, added in several items from around the kitchen – a sponge, shiny ball, whisk, etc – and I gave it to Mason.


I sat back and let Mason explore the items in the basket. I have a photo of that moment, which is significant to me now as that was the moment playHOORAY! was created, and I had no idea of just how much my life was about to change.
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I watched him, like REALLY watched him. I could see how he was exploring the items through all his senses, trying to understand the more unusual objects and make choices about what he was going to touch, hold, lick, roll, etc.


And that was it. After feeling like I’d lost my ‘old self’, the spark was lit, my passion reignited. I had always appreciated ‘play-based learning’ in my teaching roles, but this was on another level. Now I fully understood the importance of play and could appreciate it more than ever with my own child. I began setting up more playful opportunities for my baby and enjoyed trying to find new ways of keeping him occupied. I was using play not only to stimulate my baby to support his development but also to stimulate me. I was using play to bring routine and purpose into my day. I honestly believe play saved me.


I had never intended to start a business; I had every intention of returning to teaching after maternity leave. At the time, I was sharing the activities I was doing with Mason on social media, offering help to fellow parents in a similar situation to me: at home with an energetic baby and surviving on little sleep!


Mason didn’t sleep much (in fact, he still doesn’t, but we can chat about that later!) and it made everyday life sooo much harder. I loved creating play activities for my baby but was often struggling with fatigue. So one day I decided to write down some ideas for Mason, using items I could grab while the kettle boiled, allowing him to be entertained as I sat and treasured a hot cuppa! I wrote them on little cards so that I could pull them out randomly and I called them ‘playPROMPTS’.


What I didn’t know was that I was about to take the bravest step I had ever taken; luckily, I didn’t know that at the time or I’m not sure I would have! I was using my playPROMPTS regularly at home and on a whim said to my husband, ‘I wonder if anyone else would want some of these!’ Turns out they did. They sold; in fact, they sold ten times over! Who knew there were other parents out there surviving on little sleep looking for simple ways to keep their little ones busy with the hope of a sit down or cup of tea?!


Well to cut a story short, the playPROMPTS continued to sell, I went on to write over thirty packs catering for a variety of ages and types of play and there are now thousands of other tired parents all over the world using these cards to keep their kids entertained. And that is the story of how it all began. It’s amazing where play has taken me, from saving me during a lonely time as a new mum, to helping me build an online community and business. I can’t help but feel this is only the beginning!
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The first pack of playPROMPTS





WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK


As a teacher I always loved sharing advice and ideas with the families of my pupils and even now with my online community, I spend most of my time answering questions and giving advice. I love being able to help people and so wanted to create a book containing it all for you to use at home with your little ones.


I hope this handbook will make your life easier. So often we think we are the only ones experiencing something or finding something hard, so I wanted to reassure you that you are not alone when it comes to play, and I can help you. I wrote the book with busy parents in mind, who want to play with their kids but don’t have hours to trawl the internet for ideas or who don’t have cupboards stocked with expensive resources. With 100 tried-and-tested (in the classroom and with my family) play ideas to help you entertain your young children at home, there will be some play ideas your kids love and some that they won’t, but that’s bound to happen – they’re kids!!


I’d like to empower you with the tools and knowledge to set up play for yourself. I want to help parents to understand how powerful play can be at supporting their child’s development and equip you with the tools to provide play in your home. By reading this book, you are committing to introducing play into your home and I hope you’ll have fun along the way. Don’t overthink it, get down on the floor, put your phone to one side and just play. Trust me, your kids will thank you for it!


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


In this book you will find my cupboard essentials list, tips for setting up a playful environment at home and advice for when things don’t go to plan. I have created 100 activities that are broken down into sections to make your life easier; from play for under a pound to how to make homework more playful, these activities have something for everyone.


You do not need to follow these activities by the letter. These are prompts to spark your imagination. You might not have all the equipment mentioned, but you’ll probably have a great alternative somewhere in the house that you can dust off and put to good use. All activities are designed to be easy to set up because who’s got the time or the energy?!


This book is here for you when you need it. A helping hand if you have a long afternoon with the kids ahead of you or you just want to grab something quick to keep the kids busy so that you can cook dinner. Grab it when you need some simple inspiration and take your time to read the sections that offer advice for when you want to improve your play at home.


Remember the saying ‘Give a man a fish and you’ll feed him for a day, teach a man to fish and you’ll feed him for life’? I believe it’s the same with play.


I have shared activities in this book that you can go away and do straightaway, but at the same time I want to empower you with the tools to do it for yourselves, to equip you with the skills and understanding so that you can take ownership of the play that takes place in your home. I want you to feel confident trying new activities with your children, making up your own games and creating playful adventures with your family, I cannot wait to see what you get up to!


And as always, happy playing!


Claire x




CHAPTER ONE
GETTING STARTED – HELPFUL TIPS AND ADVICE


Before we start, I’d like to say a word about how important it is for your child to play. This world is big, weird and wonderful – our young children find it fascinating and they are curious to learn more. Through play, we can support them to find the answers for themselves as they learn about the world around them.


My motto is: ‘Make play the priority and the ABCs and 123s will fall into place.’


By this I mean that, when you place the emphasis on play and support children to enhance their skills in an active, hands on way, in a playful environment for a child, they will naturally develop the skills for life, such as numeracy and literacy. It doesn’t need to be taught separately because when children are immersed in a variety of playful experiences, those concepts will be much more meaningful to a young child. Play is a universal language for all children. We all need play; children, adults, heck even animals need to play! It is important because play has endless amounts of benefits for young children, not only for their physical and emotional development but for their brain development too. Children use play to explore and make sense of the world around them.


There’s a wonderful quote by George Bernard Shaw who says:


‘We don’t stop playing because we grow old;
we grow old because we stop playing.’


We are constantly surrounded by opportunities to play; it’s just that we grow out of noticing them. We live our lives in one big hurry and it causes us to forget to play. And that’s the beauty of childhood. When adults see a puddle, they see an inconvenience that they need to go around, whereas when a child sees a puddle, they see an opportunity to play – who cares if their feet get wet! It’s too good to miss! In play, the impossible is made possible and your child can let their imagination run wild, allowing them to be or try things they cannot in their everyday life, and for adults it’s about appreciating just how powerful play is.


THE PRINCIPLES OF playHOORAY!


Just like the name suggests, playHOORAY! is all about celebrating the wonderful world of play. Before we start, I wanted to share some principles that are important to me when creating a playful home:


	
You don’t need a houseful of expensive toys to keep kids entertained –just a little imagination with what you’ve got!



	
Your play does not need to be Pinterest-worthy to be effective –the quickest and easiest activities are often the best!



	
You do not have to play every day. Let’s be realistic about this – it’s about doing what you can when you can!



	
No play guilt, comparing or shaming here – stop giving yourself a hard time and enjoy what you’re doing and forget what everyone else is up to!



	
When it comes to teaching your child any new skill or concept, always start with play – it really is the best way!



	
Play is never a fail. Things might not always go to plan but that certainly doesn’t mean you failed – it just means you’re learning what your child likes and dislikes.



	
No pressure to play – respect your child’s choice if they don’t want to play.



	
Play potential is all around – you can find inspiration in the simplest of things!



	
Always focus on what your child can do – this is the best way to help your child to continue to grow; try not to focus on the gaps in their learning.




	
Never underestimate the power of praise –let’s get our kids feeling great about what they can achieve!





HOW DO I START?


Always, always start with your child. At the end of the day, it’s about them and it’s about their play. So, I suggest you watch them. No, I don’t mean supervise, I mean REALLY watch them. Watch how they play, what they choose to play with, how they play with toys or resources. Even the youngest babies have preferences and by watching your child playing you will soon pick up on those clues. Ever been to a baby class or coffee morning and your child always wants the same old toy? Yep, that’s what I’m talking about. Watch for patterns in their play. Is there something that always catches their eye? And what is it that they do with it?


This is always the best starting point because by focusing on a child’s particular interest, they are much more likely to stick to an activity, engage in it, explore it, concentrate and persevere. These are all skills that play can encourage.


This is what Early Years settings do. The teachers observe the children, see what they are interested in at that time and then plan ways they can add to, or extend, their interest.


Your child may be interested in farm animals, transport or in something as simple as rolling a ball. To an adult this may appear simple, yet it can be a very interesting concept to a young mind. Using this interest as a starting point, you can begin to think of other things that roll, or don’t roll for that matter; perhaps exploring different shapes or rolling things on flat surfaces and ramps. This activity could be a way of introducing vehicles and looking at how they move, or inventive ways items can be moved from one space to another. A simple interest can open a world of exploration. And this goes for anything and everything.


Following your child’s interest is like dangling the carrot. Ask a child to write on a blank piece of paper and you’re likely to be given a reluctant response, but add a picture of your child’s favourite cartoon character and YES! they are motivated to write! It’s just the same with play. If it’s something they are interested in, they are far more likely to want to play, engage and ultimately learn.


There sometimes comes a point when a child will only entertain one certain type of play, and I know this can be tricky! Trust me, I know. For a period, Mason would only ever want to play with his small cars and there are only so many times I could play the ‘car park attendant’ without losing my mind. This repetitive play is awesome for kids but dare I say it … boring for us adults. However, have no fear – I can help you. Check out here for ways to extend repetitive play.


SETTING UP AN ACTIVITY – WHAT TO KEEP IN MIND


Having observed what sparks your child’s imagination and makes them tick, we now want to create an activity to support that interest.


This is where adults can get carried away. We’ve seen a nice idea on Pinterest or we think of something we know the kids will definitely love and excitedly we set something up. OK, it may take a little longer than normal because we want it to look nice so it’ll be worth it. You set it up, wait for the kids and … they don’t play with it or even worse, they trash it and walk off! You’re gutted! And we’re left thinking that it was a fail!


Well I’m here to tell you – it’s not. You haven’t failed. Not one bit. Don’t be disheartened and please don’t give up. There are many reasons why an activity doesn’t work. Firstly, it just might not interest them. Like us adults, we don’t all have the same likes and interests and kids are just the same. Therefore, incorporating your child’s interest will make it much more inviting for them to play.


It’s also worth remembering that for a child to fully concentrate, they need to have had their basic needs met: they need to have slept, eaten and feel safe. You might notice first thing in the morning after breakfast is a good time for them to play and fully engage, or after a nap. In terms of feeling safe, that is the reassurance of having you or a trusted adult nearby. Once these needs are met, they are able to fully focus and concentrate.


Bearing this in mind, if your activity didn’t quite receive the response you were hoping for, I suggest you leave it out rather than pack it away. Your child just might not have been in the mood to play but may return to it at another time when in a different mood. It’s a bit like if I asked you to go swimming right now. You might be willing, or you might not be in the mood. Children are just the same and just because we as adults are ready to play, doesn’t necessarily mean that they are.
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