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Meet the author


I grew up in a small seaside town when there was no internet, no PlayStation, no Xbox. TV was limited to three channels so as children we pretty much made our own entertainment. Funnily enough we never seemed to get bored – there were so many amazing games to play.


After supper came family time, when we would all sit round the table and play board games or cards. Pit was a huge favourite and I can still remember the incredible excitement of shouting out as I tried to trade cards.


I’m probably painting a far too rosy picture of my childhood, but there’s no doubt that family life is very different today. Television and video games dominate children’s lives to the extent that they’re forgetting how to play and socialize. And as parents we’re working so hard we’ve forgotten about the importance of spending time with our kids.


With this book I’ve tried to help you redress the balance; to spend more time with your kids by rediscovering all those traditional pursuits, games and pastimes – the excitement of discovering tadpoles in the pond, making a card, learning a new skill. By sharing these activities with your children you will be building a legacy of wonderful memories of a rich family life.





1: Only got a minute?




Making special time



Time is the one thing we’re all short of these days, and balancing the needs of your children against the demands of a busy job can be very stressful.


Don’t try and be the perfect parent or compare yourself unfavourably to other parents. Just because your neighbour involves her kids in every activity under the sun doesn’t make her a better parent. It’s also pretty exhausting for children to have a full-on timetable with every minute of the day accounted for. They need some downtime too, when they can just relax and do nothing in particular.


Try and set aside half an hour every night when you talk to your child and really listen to what he or she has to say. This regular nightly chat is a good way of sorting out any problems that might be worrying your child. Resist the urge to constantly say, ‘Not now, I’m busy.’ (We all say it, I know!)


Choose one great thing you can do with your kids at least once a week – make it a set time and pick something you want to do as well – and that will be one wonderful memory you will all cherish. It doesn’t have to be anything that requires a lot of effort or organization – it can be something as simple as going for a walk with the dog, kicking a football around in the park, having breakfast in a local café – it doesn’t really matter. What does matter is that you are spending special time with your kids.





5: Only got five minutes?



Single-parent survival guide


It’s tough being a single parent, especially if you don’t have a lot of support. You want to give your child the best possible life, but it can be a lonely business, especially when you have to deal with all sorts of problems and crises on your own.


The secret to single-parent success is networking. Link up with other parents whenever you can – in the park, at the school gates, in play groups, in the library, at the leisure centre. Chances are you will also meet other single parents who will be only too glad to join forces with you.


It’s also important to take some time out for yourself to recharge your batteries. Go for a swim, a facial, a coffee – anything which makes you feel good. The happier you are, the happier your child.


If money’s tight, there are plenty of family activities you can do for free or next-to-nothing. These are generally advertised in your local paper. Your local council should also be able to tell you what’s on offer for kids in your area. Museums and art galleries are usually free, except for special exhibitions, and often put on fantastic activities for children.


Put together an inexpensive activity box for your child – a pack of cards, a hula hoop, a skipping rope, tennis balls, a scrapbook, stickers, felt-tips, drawing paper and so on. New board games can be expensive but you can often pick them up very cheaply at school jumble sales and in charity shops. (Check that all the pieces are there – it’s very frustrating playing a game with half of it missing!)



No-cost ideas for going out …


 




	Pond dipping – it’s fun and very sociable.


	Walk the dog. Dogs attract other dog-lovers and children (especially if it’s a cute dog).


	Visit a city farm.


	Feed the ducks in the park.


	Fly a kite.


	Have fun on the beach.






… and staying in


 




	Play Snakes and Ladders (Chutes and Ladders in the US).


	Make some play dough.


	Have a dressing-up competition: who can look the silliest – you or your child?


	Make coconut ice (no cooking needed).


	Portrait painting – you draw your child; your child draws you.


	Play hide and seek (younger children often hide in the same spot so you’ll have to make a big show of not being able to find them!).


	Dance to your favourite music.








10: Only got ten minutes?


Your independent child


As a parent, your role is to help your child grow into a happy, confident and fulfilled adult. In order to do this she has to learn to be independent, which she can only do with your support and guidance.


Independence isn’t just about teaching your child how to tie her shoelaces or eat with a knife and fork, as important as these practical skills are. It’s about helping her make her own decisions and choices, about believing in herself and valuing her individuality.


Sharing activities, hobbies and interests with your child is one of the best ways to foster her independence. Think back to how you felt when you first learned to ride a bike – that glorious feeling of pride; of having done something for yourself. It’s exactly the same for your child when she masters a new skill such as learning how to swim or make a cake. It’s really important to praise her efforts, too, as your pleasure at her achievement will further increase her sense of worth and self-esteem.


Try to avoid being over-protective. When your child first ventures out on roller blades, for instance, your natural instinct is to rush to her the minute she falls over and scoop her up. However, being over-anxious can transmit to your child and make her fearful of taking even safe risks. So be brave, take a step back and let your child blossom into an independent individual.



How to help your child become independent


 




	When your child is old enough not to be supervised constantly, start giving him more freedom. Let him walk to the end of the road to post a letter in the post box, keeping him in sight but not in an obvious, worried way. As he grows in confidence, he can go further afield – but only when he’s ready.


	Don’t wrap your child in cotton wool. Let him do things for himself from an early age (but obviously making sure he’s not doing anything that’s unsafe).


	Encourage your child to develop his own interests. This will help him become self-reliant and develop a mind of his own.


	Don’t constantly wade in to sort out problems. It’s much better if you help your child find his own solutions.


	Resist the urge to take over if you’re showing your child how to do something for the first time and he doesn’t do it properly. It may take him many attempts to get it right, but he will get there in the end, and feel all the prouder for the achievement.


	Give your child little jobs to do around the house. Obviously these need to be appropriate for his age but even two- or three-year-olds can help put their toys away or make their own beds. Older children will be capable of doing more. Set up a rewards chart as an incentive.


	Sports and outdoor games are excellent for boosting independence. Some children get put off sports at school because they think they’re not very good at them. Help boost your child’s confidence by playing lots of games with him. Improve his hand/eye co-ordination with catching games such as Piggy in the Middle and juggling.


	Teach your child to ride a bike and go on regular family cycle rides.


	Teach your child road sense from an early age. Whether they’re walking or cycling, children need to be absolutely clear about road safety. The UK Government guidelines recommend that a child should not be allowed to negotiate roads under the age of eight. However, even at eight they might not be ready to cross busy main roads, while a lot of children take longer to feel confident about crossing roads on their own.


	Play board games. These encourage your child to problem-solve and think tactically, especially games like draughts and chess.


	Card games will help your child to think independently and logically. They’re also very good at improving your memory and concentration.


	Involve your child in a variety of arts and crafts projects – painting, drawing, pottery, sculpture and so on. Through self-expression, children develop a sense of their uniqueness.


	Help your child deal with setbacks by giving lots of praise and support.








Introduction


This book is about having fun with your children – about engaging them in good, old-fashioned activities guaranteed to lure them away from the TV, computer and all the other screen distractions that keep them glued to the sofa. From snap to gin rummy, tiddlywinks to chess, marbles to charades, all the old favourite games are here, plus some less familiar ones. Spur your children into action with outdoor pursuits like rounders and French cricket. Make the most of rainy days with a wealth of indoor interests to keep them occupied and interested. Teach your child how to knit, make musical instruments (ear plugs not supplied!), cultivate flowers and vegetables, make coconut ice – the list is endless. Also included are longer projects you can involve your children in during the holidays.



Something for every occasion


Whether you are at home with the kids or outside, travelling or on holiday, you’ll find something to interest your child for every occasion and situation, including card games, puzzles, classic board games and easy crafts. While the activities are aimed at five- to 12-year-olds, you’d be surprised how much older children will enjoy taking part in them – even superior, moody teenagers.


And the best thing about all these activities is that they cost very little money and take little effort to do. Instead of spending hours stuck in a traffic jam en route to yet another theme park, you and your children could be playing rounders in the local park, fossil hunting on the beach or building a bird table in the garden. Chances are you’re already doing some of these anyway, but it’s always worth having a few surprises up your sleeve when the kids are stuck indoors on a rainy day, or squabbling on an interminable car journey.



Back to basics


Before the advent of TV, families had to make their own entertainment – hence the huge popularity of card games, puzzles, indoor pursuits, conjuring, amateur theatricals, billiards, chess, draughts … Going back even further to Victorian times, ‘manly’ games and exercise were all the rage – schoolboys played a huge range of rough, boisterous games such as Battle for the Banner and Baste the Bear.


We’ve rounded up the best activities from the past, and in reviving these games and pastimes with your children you’ll be creating lasting childhood memories. While your children may not remember watching the latest Disney film with you, what they will hold dear will be the things you did together.


 






	
Have Fun as a Family is packed with activities you and your children can share.










Benefits for the whole family


By engaging your children in activities – whether it’s teaching them how to play cards or making something – you’ll be equipping them with vital skills which will stand them in good stead when they’re older. You’ll be helping them to:


 




	boost their confidence and self-esteem – mastering a new game or making something gives children a huge sense of achievement and pride




	understand the importance of interacting with others and playing by the rules


	improve their concentration


	be patient and persistent and not give in at the first setback


	accept defeat gracefully


	take responsibility for decisions taken, even if it’s the wrong one


	learn useful skills such as counting, memorization and logical reasoning.





In turn your reward will be:


 




	happier, more engaged children


	a closer sense of family.





Doing things with your children strengthens the bond between you, creating a more harmonious atmosphere. It builds relationships, develops shared interests and gives you the chance to play too. It brings you and your child to the same level, with shared goals. It relaxes you because it involves you. Even making a daisy chain together will give you both a sense of achievement. And in an age when child safety is of paramount importance, you can relax, knowing that your children are engaged in safe, wholesome pursuits.



PICK YOUR ACTIVITY


Pick and choose an activity to suit you and your children – nothing should be a chore or hard work. If it is, then choose something else. The key word is fun! Nowadays, when time is at a premium, bear in mind that it’s the quality of the time you spend with your children, not the quantity. It is far better to get the whole family to join in and enjoy half an hour of cards, rather than some enforced activity which you all find dull and boring.


Alternatively, you could set aside a special family activities evening, for example, every Friday, so children can stay up a little later. If you don’t have a big family, or you’re a single parent, invite friends and their children over. However you want to arrange it, you’ll be creating your own family tradition which your children will remember with pleasure in the years to come.


Plan a menu of activities to suit younger and older children, mixing silly, noisy games with quieter, more reflective activities so they’re not totally hyped up for bedtime. Here are some ideas to get you started though obviously you can make up your own selection.



Sample menu for a family evening



[image: Image]


Of course all these activities can be enjoyed at any time, and after school is a good time for arts and crafts and cookery. Youngsters can also join in more challenging card games such as Crazy Eights or Newmarket if you play in teams.



Energy boosters


Outdoor games are a brilliant way to get children off the sofa and on the move. There are all sorts of games you can play outside – there are hundreds of derivatives of the game of tag, for example. Some of the best games of all are the ones you can play outside in wide open spaces like softball, Frisbee, touch football, volleyball, badminton and croquet.



WHAT YOU’LL NEED


While the majority of activities mentioned in this book require little more than paper and pens, it’s worth collecting a few items to have ready when boredom strikes. These could include:


 




	playing cards


	board games


	scrap paper and pencils


	egg timer


	sports equipment – football, tennis balls, racquets, shuttlecocks, Frisbee recycled materials for crafts such as: empty egg boxes and cereal packets, pipe cleaners, shoeboxes, string, picture postcards, thin card, balsa wood, fabric scraps, old magazines, buttons, gold and silver paper, adhesive, scissors, empty matchboxes, paints and colouring pencils (see Chapter 9 for a fuller list).





These are just some ideas to get you started and over the following chapters you’ll find many more suggestions to make the most of your time with your children.


To end on a note of caution: make sure you always supervise your children if they’re engaged in any activity which could involve an accident, indoors or outdoors. Pay particular attention if they’re using craft knives or cooking. You will also be instilling a sense of safety in them, which is another vital lesson.


 






	
Note: Throughout the book we tend to refer to ‘children’ in the plural. This is just for convenience, so don’t feel you’ve been left out if you have just one child. Many of the activities mentioned can be played by two people anyway.












1


On the move: travelling with children


In this chapter you will learn:




	how to prepare for a long journey


	ways to keep the kids entertained on long journeys, including word puzzles, games and songs


	tips for travelling by car, train and plane


	how to cope with airport delays.





Whatever sort of family holiday you have planned – short break or long haul – it’s bound to involve a degree of travelling, whether you’re going by car, plane, train or coach. In an ideal world children would be model travellers, never squabbling, complaining or fidgeting. However, in reality they can get horribly bored and fed up on long journeys and your dream of a happy family holiday can rapidly dissolve into a nightmare of sulky, squabbling kids and exasperated, stressed-out parents.


However, you’ll be glad to hear it doesn’t have to be that way. Keep your kids occupied with plenty of games, puzzles and other distractions and they won’t have time to grumble, plus they’ll be exercising their brains into the bargain. Bear in mind too that while you see the journey as a means to an end, for children the journey in itself can be incredibly exciting, full of fascinating sights and sounds, so harness this interest and make the most of it.



Planning your journey


The secret to harmonious travel with children lies in planning ahead. Assume that at some stage of the journey your children are going to get restless, especially if you’ve got a lot of miles to cover, so take this into account when you’re planning your route. If you’re going by car or coach, show them where you’ll be going on the map – the more they feel involved in the journey, the less likely they are to grumble about the length of it once you get going. Give each child a list of the towns you’ll be going through, so they can tick them off as you pass them.


If you’re driving, you could also ask your children to pick out interesting places they’d like to visit en route. This might mean extra travelling time, but your reward will be children excitedly looking forward to a break at a place they’ve chosen themselves.





Insight: getting there


Book a taxi to get you to the airport or train station for peace of mind. If you’re driving to the airport, it’s worth paying extra for valet parking. You simply drive to Departures, hand over your car to be parked, and on your return journey you will be met at Arrivals with your car.





Make a list in advance of family games you can play on the journey. Include some new ones (with brief instructions) as well as family favourites to make it more interesting. Obviously you need to choose games to suit the way you’re travelling – playing noisy word games on a plane won’t exactly endear you or your children to the other passengers – but most of the activities we’ve included can be played anywhere, and serve as useful distractions if you’re stuck in a traffic jam or if your flight’s been delayed.


If you’re driving, stick the list on the dashboard so you can refer to it the instant you hear the dreaded ‘Are we there yet?’. If you’re flying or going by train, pop the list in your bag.


It’s also a good idea to get your children to take their own activity bags packed with their favourite things such as personal stereos, MP3 players, books and story tapes – anything which will help entertain them on the journey. (You could also add your games list.) Encourage them to pack their own bag so they can’t blame you for anything left behind!



Don’t leave home without …


Whatever sort of journey you have planned, these essential travel items will help keep children entertained and arguments to a minimum:


 




	spare batteries for hand-held consoles


	magnetic travel games such as Snakes and Ladders, Solitaire, Noughts and Crosses, Draughts and Chess


	playing cards – as well as a traditional pack, include favourite card games such as Snap and Happy Families


	paper, pencils and felt-tips


	story tapes


	Frisbee and/or soft ball


	comics, magazines and books (including this one!).








Making memories


Encouraging your children to keep a record of their holiday will keep them busy and involved in the journey. They’ll also enjoy looking at mementoes of their trip when they return home, sharing them with their friends or the rest of their class. Here are some ideas you could suggest to your children:


Collecting souvenirs Throughout the journey your children could collect things that remind them of where they’ve been, such as shells and pebbles from beaches, postcards from different towns, stamps/flags from different countries, bumper stickers, snowglobes and so on.


Keeping a holiday diary Encourage your children to keep a daily diary of what they’ve done. They could stick in postcards, tickets, programmes, receipts, brochures, etc.


Taking photos This is one of the best ways of preserving holiday memories. Give each child a disposable camera so you don’t have to worry if it gets lost. Get the photos printed while you’re still away so they can put them into a scrapbook, with dates and brief descriptions about each photo.






Brainteasers for long journeys


These fun and challenging games will keep the whole family occupied on the journey. They can all be played on trains, coaches, planes and in the car.



COUNTING CROWS


A counting game which also tests your children’s observational skills. Players have to count a particular number of animals or objects on their side of the road, for example, ten cows, eight tractors or 15 road signs – anything you like. To make it more challenging, particular objects can send scores back to zero, such as a black dog in town, or a service station on the motorway. The winner is the person who reaches the highest number once you’ve reached your destination.



ANIMAL, VEGETABLE OR MINERAL


One player thinks of something that can be classified as animal, vegetable or mineral and tells the other players which category it falls into. The other players take it in turns to ask up to 20 questions to try to find out what the object is. They can only ask questions that can be answered with a ‘yes’ or ‘no’. For instance, if the word is ‘elephant’, which is an animal, the game might go like this:


‘Is it furry?’


‘No.’


‘Does it eat meat?’


‘No.’


‘Is it big?’


‘Yes.’


‘Does it live in hot countries?’


‘Yes.’


‘Does it live on land?’


‘Yes.’


‘Is it very strong?’


‘Yes.’


‘Is it an elephant?’


‘Yes!’


The game continues in this vein until the players have used up 20 questions. If someone guesses the word – i.e. ‘elephant’ in this case – it’s their turn. If no one guesses the word, the same player chooses another word.



CONNECTIONS


The first player says the name of an object, for example ‘carrot’. The next player has to say a word related to this word, for example, ‘rabbit’, the connection being that rabbits eat carrots. The player after that has to come up with a word related to ‘rabbit’, for example, ‘Easter’ (the connection being the Easter bunny), and so the game continues. If you can’t think up a connecting word you’re out, and the winner is the last person left in the game.



GHOST


The aim is to avoid finishing a word. The first player starts the game by saying a letter. Each player then adds a letter in turn, while thinking up a word that begins with the letters already announced. For example, if the letters in play are THI, a player might have the word THISTLE in mind. If a player adds a letter and makes a word by mistake, a player calls out ‘That’s a word!’ and the player is given a penalty in the form of the letter ‘G’, the first letter in the word GHOST. The first player to complete the word GHOST is out. If you think that the player before you didn’t actually have a word in mind when they said a letter, then you can challenge them. If you are right, they are ‘fined’ with a letter in the word GHOST. If you are wrong, you are given a letter.



I-SPY


The easiest word game ever which can keep kids absorbed for ages. One player chooses an object which everyone can see and announces, ‘I spy with my little eye something beginning with ‘‘S’’’ (or any other letter, depending on what the object begins with). The other players then have to guess the word. The first person to guess correctly has the next turn. To make it easier for younger children, you could choose colours, for example, ‘I spy with my little eye, something coloured blue.’



JUST A MINUTE


You will need a stopwatch for this game, or a watch with a second hand, and someone to act as quizmaster. Agree on how many rounds you have to play. The aim of the game is to talk non-stop about a topic for one minute. However, if you hesitate, repeat any words or deviate from the subject other players can challenge you at any time. If the quizmaster upholds the challenge and agrees that the player is guilty of hesitation, repetition or deviation, the challenger is awarded a point and takes the subject over for the rest of the one minute, unless another challenge is made. If this challenge is upheld by the quizmaster, then that challenger takes over the game. The winner is the person who scores the most points at the end of the game. If younger children are playing, you could make the game easier by reducing the length of time players have to talk to 30 seconds, and sticking to very easy subjects. As younger children can be less fluent, you could also adapt the rules slightly, for instance allowing two hesitations and two repetitions.



LIMERICKS


Making up limericks is huge fun and the sillier the better. You can make up your own or everyone can be given a specific place to write about – somewhere you’ve been to or are going to on your journey. Here’s an example:


 


There was a young man from Peru


Who one day became a gnu.


In the mud he would wallow


And grass he would swallow


And now he resides in a zoo.



THE NAME GAME


Beautifully simple but highly addictive. The first player says the name of a famous person, who can be alive or dead. The next player has to come up with the name of a famous person, whose first name begins with the first letter of the previous player’s surname. For instance, if it’s your turn you could say George Washington. The next player has to say a name beginning with ‘W’, so might say William Hurt. The next player then has to choose a name beginning with ‘H’ so could say Howard Hughes, and so on. If you can’t think up a name you’re out and the other players continue until one winner is left.



ONCE UPON A TIME


This is a great story-telling game which allows children the chance to give free rein to their imagination and have a good laugh along the way. The rules are very simple: the first player starts telling a story, suddenly breaks off and the next player has to continue with it. The beauty of this game is that it can carry on for as long as you like, can take any shape or form, and suits all age groups. Here’s an example:









	First player:


	‘One morning I woke up to find a polar bear in my room. It was very …’







	Second player:


	‘… Short and wore a baggy dress which hid the fact that …’







	Third player:


	‘It was actually a monkey in disguise with a …’











And so on, until everyone has had enough or can’t carry on because they’re laughing too much!



BANANAS


There’s just one rule in this very easy game: whatever question you’re asked, you have to reply with the word ‘bananas’, which can produce some hilarious results. For instance, if you’re asked ‘What do you wear to school?’ you have to answer, ‘Bananas’. If you laugh, however, it’s the next player’s turn. The player who keeps going the longest without laughing is the winner. You can play this using any word you like, so be prepared for some very silly suggestions!
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