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INTRODUCTION



LITTLE HAPPY LEARNERS launched in 2019 in a small house just outside London in the UK. When I say launched, I mean I set up the first activity and photographed it for Instagram. That activity was captioned, ‘Keeping life PEASful’, but truthfully, life was anything but peaceful at that point.


I had two little boys under 2 vying for my attention, and I constantly felt like I wasn’t doing enough, that I wasn’t giving them the time they both needed and deserved. There was so much to juggle – housework, feeding, cooking, baby clubs – but somehow it never really felt like I was getting much done. I felt like a hamster on a wheel, the days were monotonous and I knew something needed to change.


There was so much to juggle –housework, feeding, cooking, baby clubs – but somehow it never really felt like I was getting much done.


During a feed, one cold night, I was sitting in the dark reading an article on my phone about routines for babies and toddlers. I knew my routine needed to be adjusted, but the article was advocating that children should fit around their parents’ routine, rather than parents fitting around their children’s. It made me feel very conflicted, but it also got me thinking.


That very night I planned out two play activities, one for each of the boys. I decided that they both deserved some quality time with me and a bit of one-to-one attention every day, and I believed it would alleviate some of the anxieties I was feeling too.


Casting my mind back to when I was a teacher, I remembered what worked best – a play-based environment focusing on the children’s interests. I started to think about how I could bring some of that structure and play into my home, and I’m so glad I did.


After making that first post on Instagram, I quickly realised there were lots of other parents, carers and educators out there all looking for fun and engaging ways to get their little ones learning. The feedback I have received over the last few years has been really positive. My ideas are educational, sustainable and often easy to set up, and the enthusiasm I have received has certainly been instrumental in the development of this book.



What does it mean to be a little happy learner?



As a parent and teacher, my main aim has always been to ensure that children LOVE to learn. Once I started to plan one-to-one activities for my own children every day, I found myself thinking about the learning opportunities within each one. I loved knowing that they were learning through play, and it filled me with joy to know that I was nurturing a love of learning in them.


I truly believe that if a child loves to learn, they will always achieve big things. But how do you teach a love of learning? The answer to that is really simple. You have to love it too, and I hope this book will inspire you to try.


About me


I’m Sophie, a stay-at-home mum of three children currently all under the age of 5.


Before becoming a parent, I was a super-organised (verging on obsessive) primary-school teacher. I taught predominantly in early years and absolutely loved my job. From an early age, I had watched my older sister drawing and always wished I could be as creative as her. Stepping into the classroom allowed me to do just that – I was able to indulge my creative self and I’ve never looked back. I now find a huge amount of solace in drawing and crafting.


After having my first son, Ted, I knew pretty quickly that I was needed at home. Ted was, and still is, a hugger. He loves to be around me, and in those early days he didn’t really like being around anyone else. However, before even making the decision to become a stay-at-home mum, I became pregnant again with Finley. I then had two boys vying for my attention, and although it hasn’t always been easy, I can honestly say that the decision to stay at home with them was the best I ever made. Since then, we have added Eden to the clan, and she has completed our family in a way we never knew possible.


Despite having always loved the idea of being at home with my children, I found the transition harder than expected. I certainly felt a slight loss of identity as I struggled to find a new balance, and I experienced feelings of guilt, doubt, anxiety and uncertainty. I’ve since learnt to accept that not every day is going to be a huge success, and some days will be tougher than others. All any of us can do is try our best.


One key thing I’ve learnt is that planning activities that focus my whole attention on one child at a time is beneficial for all of us. Those one-to-one periods give me a new perspective and help me to feel more connected to each of them.


Rethinking my approach to play and building craft into it has changed life for everyone. I went from feeling that I could never get this whole parenting game right, to feeling a lot more confident in myself. Also, knowing that crafts were being put to good use by the kids was, and still is, a huge benefit.
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ARTY-CRAFTY?


As far as the activities in this book are concerned, it doesn’t matter at all if you don’t think of yourself as a creative or artistic person. Your child certainly won’t mind wonky drawings. In their eyes you are the best artist in the world.


Choose a really simple project to start with, such as the bottle-cap ladybirds in Bug Count (see here), and your children’s response will most probably give you a new-found confidence in your artistic ability. You may even discover some of the benefits of working with your hands and getting outside your head.


When I started this journey, I could not draw and had never been particularly artistic, but I always loved to craft. I promise you that absolutely anyone can craft, and I’ll show you how.






Family life



Every family is unique, but the children within them all clamour for the same thing. What they most want and need from us is time, and this is true whatever your work or financial circumstances. Giving children just 15 minutes of our undivided attention makes for a very special connection, and brings great benefits. Why not try making bath time into an activity by adding some plastic bricks or cups to the bath? This is a complete GAME CHANGER, and you won’t believe how much talk you get from the children!


What if an activity doesn’t go to plan? Either pack it up for another time, or go with what your children are doing.


It isn’t necessary to play elaborate games. The key thing is to play to your strengths. For example, I’m not very good at ‘playing’ in the loosest sense of the term. If I sit down with the kids and play with their toys, I always end up sorting them into groups, which I recognise isn’t much fun. My husband, Adam, on the other hand, is brilliant at playing. He is basically a big kid at heart and can play with the children for hours.


The point is that between the two of us we make things work. I plan structured adult-led and child-led play (I’ll explain these in more detail later), while Adam enjoys all the independent unstructured play. Sometimes we cross over, but generally we play to our strengths so that we can get the most from our children, and they can get the best out of us.


Take a look at your family dynamics and think about what you’re all best at.


Monday–Friday


The daily schedule is different in every family, so let me tell you about mine without being in any way prescriptive. I plan one activity for each of the kids every day. This might sound a lot, especially if you’re working too, so plan whatever you feel is achievable for you and your family. Just remember, it doesn’t always have to be a grand activity. It can be a simple 10-minute drawing session before teatime. The key thing is that this is completely their time and takes just 10 minutes out of your day.


Every day is different. Some days we complete a few activities, other days we will do just one, and sometimes we do none at all because we’re meeting friends or doing other things. Some days, the boys crave one-to-one attention, and other days they are inseparable and want to craft together. I am completely guided by them and their moods.


One activity for each child every day? How do I plan them all?


This is where I tap into my 10 years’ teaching experience, because I like to plan a week around a topic or theme. Every Sunday, I have a chat with the boys and give them a few options. I’ll say, for example, ‘What would you like to do next week? Would you like to learn all about sea creatures or about space?’ This may spark a huge discussion, or just a one-word answer, but we always decide together.


I then make a list of as many ideas as I can come up with on the chosen topic. While I can draw on my experience, I also use Instagram and Pinterest for inspiration. I always make sure I have a range of activities, focusing on all kinds of learning, and often end up with a list of around 20 ideas. (I never complete them all.)


Some activities, such as cardboard crafts, require preparation. I gather resources for my favourite ideas and spend my evenings and Sunday mornings (Crafty Sunday) creating and preparing for the week ahead.
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Then, day to day, I give the children a choice. ‘Would you like to practise cutting or do some painting this morning?’ I always try to be realistic about what we can achieve in a day, depending on what other plans we have. By having a large bank of ideas, I can always give the kids ownership. They get to choose, which means they will be more invested in the task.


Weekends


At weekends, we focus mainly on developing the children’s independence. We bake, cook and prepare meals together. We prompt them to play together, making up their own games, role playing, completing puzzles and playing board games. Anytime you can give your child space to be entertained and engaged without an adult’s support is absolutely brilliant. Children need time to play alone, and even to learn how to be bored. Also, keeping themselves entertained allows you to step away for a while, if only to prepare a meal or empty the dishwasher.


On Crafty Sunday, which we have every weekend, we spend the morning all crafting together, listening to music and eating pancakes. I often spend the time preparing for the week ahead, as I mentioned earlier. We paint, cut, sculpt and stick, all completely immersed in creativity. The kids love it because they get a sneak peek at what is to come, but they also enjoy the togetherness. The kitchen table on Sunday morning is one of my happy places.


Our play space


We are not lucky enough to have a dedicated playroom, so everything we do is done within our living space. Despite that, I like to think the house is still presentable, though you can definitely tell that children live here and are at the heart of our home.


We have different spaces around the house to make play and learning more accessible. For example, a book box is readily available for the children to dip into at any time.


Our sensory table (see here) is used daily, not only for its sensory purpose, but for mealtimes and all other activities. Its low height, and the low chairs around it, mean that the children can use it easily.


All our toys are categorised in different boxes: farm, sea, safari, cars, instruments, imaginary play (e.g. doctors, hairdressers), Duplo, puzzles, dinosaurs, etc. We play with one box at a time because it is too easy for toys to become invisible when they are all played with continuously.


In our garden we have a mud kitchen (see here), which is genuinely one of our favourite resources. We bought it for Ted’s second birthday and it has been loved through all the seasons since. Outdoor play teaches children to manage their own risks while immersing themselves in their environment, and mud kitchens are a brilliant resource for encouraging creative thinking and exploration of nature. Our mud kitchen always reminds me of my own childhood with my four sisters.


Our craft cupboard, where I keep most of our resources, is my pride and joy. It has individual labelled boxes containing a wide range of craft materials; everything from pom-poms and lolly (popsicle) sticks to shells and acorns. At the risk of sounding dramatic, organising this cupboard has completely changed my life. Let me explain.


I can grab a box labelled phonics, for example, and have a phonics activity set up within 5 minutes because everything I need is there. It’s perfect! Of course, it does mean giving up a larder or understairs storage space, which your partner might not be willing to do, but I urge you to use your powers of persuasion. Getting everything super-organised in a craft cupboard will make life so much easier. (You can find a list of suggested resources on here.)


While I’m a big fan of crafting, I’m aware that one of the reasons lots of parents and carers avoid arts, crafts and messy play is because of the MESS. That’s such a shame, because messy play can’t really be avoided where children are concerned. The best way to overcome this aversion is to mentally prepare yourself that it’s going to happen and to have some tools up your sleeve to help you manage the mess.


Taking steps to prepare yourself for mess will allow you to enjoy the activities more, and perhaps even come to love them. Those good feelings will in turn be passed on to your children, instilling them with a love of learning.
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TIP FOR LESS-MESSY PLAY


Here’s a tip that will CHANGE YOUR LIFE. For messy play activities, such as those involving rice, beans, water beads and so on, invest in a fitted sheet. Simply hook it around your table legs or a few chair legs to trap the mess and it allows for a much easier tidy-up.
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My four key principles to play


When introducing a play-based lifestyle, I believe there are four keys to ensure it is effective and brings the most happiness.


PLAN Begin by planning an activity into your day. Write a list of small, achievable activities that you can complete with your child in a week, e.g. play hairdressers, bake cookies, build a tower, cook dinner together, paint a rainbow.


TIME Find a 10-minute window to be with your child and ensure that nothing interrupts it. Let the laundry wait, set aside all devices and play together. Children love to see us playing.


PREPARE Get yourself ready physically or mentally for your chosen activity. Whether it is gathering resources, setting out ingredients or just taking a deep breath, make sure you’re in the right frame of mind so that everyone has fun.


REWARD Who doesn’t love to see their little one learning something new? That’s your reward. The reward for them is having your time, a fun activity and some new knowledge. What else could they need?



Different types of play



Within this book there is a range of different activities with different styles of play. Here are those different play styles explained in more detail.


ADULT-LED PLAY is set up and created with a desired outcome, and usually has a learning intention. The activity is completed by adult and child together. Where that adult is someone other than a parent, children can begin to build relationships outside the immediate family, which is hugely important. Both my boys love adult-led activities, and they always lead to a huge amount of self-pride. They encourage cooperation and build on their listening and attention skills, which are all crucial in life.


MESSY PLAY is a type of adult-led play that is all about creating a controlled mess. The mess is designed to foster curiosity and imagination while encouraging exploration of different textures and the feelings they provoke. Delving around in the mess is also hugely beneficial to children’s motor skills; helping to build up the muscles in their hands and fingers. Providing opportunities for children to immerse themselves in messy play is a great way of developing their communication skills, and they also learn to handle boundaries and rules, such as not throwing the mess around.


CHILD-LED PLAY is set up by an adult, but thereafter is completely led by the child’s imagination. It provides them with ownership of their learning, allowing them to take control and show their creativity. This type of play often taps into a child’s ability to solve problems and helps to build resilience when approaching a new task. Using building blocks, for example, may start out with a declared aim – ‘I’m going to build a farm’ – but nearly always ends up taking a completely different direction. Children have a much better imagination than we do.


Remember, you can always involve your child in setting up and clearing away. Many hands make light work, and doing it together is a lovely way of connecting.


FREE PLAY is completely unstructured and independent play. There is no adult input and children have the freedom to explore in any way they wish. My little ones, for example, love to create set-ups, such as an animal kingdom or a town. Such activities provide children with opportunities to question the world around them, and to express their opinions and emotions more freely. My kids also love to role play, and often act out being a parent and baby. Without doubt, they mimic language and behaviours they have witnessed, and this alone can teach you more about your child than any other learning activity.
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TIPS FOR LESS-MESSY BAKING


• Pre-weigh all ingredients and put them in separate bowls.


• Have all utensils to hand.


• Use a large ceramic bowl; it’s too heavy for children to move around, so will lead to fewer spillages.


• Fill a sink or washing-up bowl with soapy water so it’s ready for washing hands and utensils.
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