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PREFACE




Play Matters
WHY—AND HOW—I WROTE THIS BOOK



Children like to play. And why wouldn’t they? It’s fun! So it makes sense that the more they play, the more they want to play again. It’s a lovely, self-perpetuating cycle that most parents intuitively understand. But what is harder to grasp is the power of play to shape a child’s world, particularly a world that is high-tech, fast paced, and plugged in.


And that’s why I wrote this book. During my twenty years as host of the nationally syndicated The Parent’s Journal public radio show, I’ve chatted with many of the leaders in the world of child development. Whether it was David Elkind or Penelope Leach, Fred Rogers or Benjamin Spock, they all—every one of them—spoke of the significance of play. And now I want to help parents help their children enjoy the wholesome, old-fashioned experience of playing creatively and freely … without batteries. I started by collecting and inventing hundreds of games, and then I tested them one by one on different groups of children, ages twelve months to ten years. When the kids rejected a game or an activity, I rejected it too. When a game inspired them to come up with a variation of their own, I appropriated their invention. The result is the more than seven hundred “unplugged” games that you have here.


But why “unplugged,” you may ask. Since most of us embrace technology to some extent every day—can you imagine a world without e-mail?—it may seem far-fetched to suggest that parents minimize the amount of time their child spends connected to anything with a screen, a plug, or a battery. Besides, it’s so easy to plunk a kid in front of a TV! But children need to interact with living, breathing human playmates, and not be held captive by the lights, sounds, and images on a screen. They need to run, chase, ride, skip, and jump, and not sit still for prolonged blocks of time. We need only look at the huge rise in childhood obesity to understand how children suffer physically when they remain inactive.


But the toll on kids who rely primarily on electronics for their entertainment goes way beyond some extra pounds. When a child sits in front of a screen, he has no opportunity to connect with the natural world outside—mud, water, sand, stones, leaves, seeds, animals, insects, sunshine, and rain. It might not seem like such a huge loss at the moment when your child is contentedly clicking buttons on the keypad, but there is something essential about a child getting his hands messy. In addition, because electronic games are preprogrammed with finite possible responses, they limit the imagination. A child who draws, paints, builds, and invents experiences a creativity that has no boundaries. By learning that he has the ability to shape his world—either alone or in the company of others—he gains the self-confidence he needs to grow into a problem-solving, creative adult.


And who could ask for more?


—Bobbi Conner


[image: image]





INTRODUCTION



The Power of Play


You may feel as though life has changed in an essential way, and that there is no time for the kind of old-fashioned, wholesome, playful childhood that you had envisioned for your child. But there are the same twenty-four hours in each day and the same seven days in each week. What’s changed is the pace of life.


To a large extent you, as the parent, are the keeper of the time in your family. You arrange the family schedule; you set dinnertime, bath time, and bedtime; and you get your child to appointments, child care, playgroups, and school on time. As the keeper of the time, you have the power and authority to slow time down. And if you make that choice, you’ll probably find that your child has more time for all sorts of unplugged play.


Let me give you an example from my own life as a mom. When my son was in kindergarten and my daughter was three, I worked full-time. I was a single parent earning a living for our family of three by day and doing all the typical parenting tasks by night. I always felt rushed. I picked my children up from their Montessori school each day at 5:00 P.M. and headed home. The moment I walked in the door I jumped right into making dinner. (And in the back of my mind I was thinking about the time needed for baths, bedtime stories, and laundry too.) So I scurried around the kitchen making dinner while the children played on their own. Or at least that’s what they were supposed to do. Often, after just a minute or two, a sibling squabble would set off a group meltdown.


This went on for several days in a row that first week of school, and I realized something needed to change. The next day I put a happier plan in place. I walked in the house and said to my children, “Let’s get a snack and read a story together!” (I meant now, not later tonight.) We grabbed three apples from the fruit bowl and a small plate of sliced cheese. We went into the living room, snuggled up on the couch, and ate our snack while I began to read Caps for Sale. It was a nourishing, calming time, and after fifteen minutes my son said, “I want to play with my LEGOs now.” My daughter said, “Me too.” Off they went. I started dinner knowing everyone was happy and reconnected. We all had the time and attention we needed to make a graceful transition into our evening together as a family. Our new after-work and after-school routine made an immediate, positive difference in our lives over the years. I often recalled how I had slowed down time and applied this same smart thinking whenever our routine and mood felt off-kilter.




“Play is not trivial. When children play, they’re doing important work.”


—Fred Rogers


Emmy Award-winning creator and host of Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood





I mention this lesson from my own life for three reasons. One, to assure you that simple solutions are often best for fixing family routines that are out of synch. Two, to encourage you to stop, take a breath, and make whatever changes are necessary to diminish that anxious feeling that comes when time closes


in on you. And finally, to remind you that children need time to play. It was


true when you were a child and it is just as true for infants, toddlers, preschoolers, and older children today.



Dare to Unplug



Play is fun, which is the primary reason children want to do it. And the more fun children have while they play, the more they want to play again next time. This basic cause-and-effect law keeps children in perpetual motion, in search of more and more fun and more and more play. But the full story about play doesn’t end here. Play is also a powerful way for children to experience the world.


Children learn through their everyday play experiences. In fact, play is perhaps the best way for toddlers, preschoolers, and children six to ten to learn about themselves (and their own capabilities), to learn about one another, and to learn how all things work in the world. What’s absolutely brilliant about this evolutionary mechanism is that children don’t know and don’t particularly care about the learning component to their play. For example, when two little toddlers play side by side, each loading miniature blocks into his own dump truck, they don’t see small hints of cooperation, sharing, or a budding friendship unfolding. They are just doing what toddlers love to do. The four-year-old who pinches and sorts pasta shapes into a muffin tin at the kitchen table while you cook isn’t concerned with fine motor development or early math concepts. When two eight-year-olds use plastic flyswatters to bat a balloon back and forth across the lawn, they don’t take notice of the agility, muscles, and hand-eye coordination they are developing. The child who plays Dog Diaries (page 247) and writes ad-lib adventures about the dogs in her neighborhood is not striving to get accepted into an award-winning school for creative writers. She is just having a good time. And so it goes, with physical, intellectual, social, and emotional growth happening as children go about the everyday business of play.


We parents can’t be satisfied, however, with knowing that our children are out there playing, either alone or with others. We need to do everything in our power to encourage unplugged play—those marvelous, nonelectronic, time-tested games and activities that build strong bodies (climbing, hopping, running, jumping, tossing, catching), expand the mind (guessing, figuring, remembering, numbering, interpreting), spark creativity (inventing, building, wordplay, jokes, stories, drawing, painting, songs), and forge friendships. Children stretch their attention spans and learn to manage their emotions. They become the masters of their own destiny and directors of their own experience. This is true in the first year of life and every week, month, and year thereafter. Children also learn that they are capable of entertaining and amusing themselves, without machines and without Mom or Dad!
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Within this broad category of unplugged play, there are many types of games for your child to experience, at every age. First up are the loads of clever and creative games a child can play alone—on-the-spot activities that parents can offer whenever they need a few minutes to make dinner, work, or chat on the phone. But teaching kids how to amuse themselves is not some selfish act; rather, showing them that they don’t have to reach for a video console whenever a parent or friend is not around is a lifelong gift.




“If you’ve been around kids, particularly young kids, for any length of time, [you know] it’s absolutely true that all the most important things in life are learned through play.”


—Penelope Leach, Ph.D.


psychologist and author of Your Baby and Child





And then, of course, there are hundreds upon hundreds of games to play with one or two friends, or with large groups (such as at birthday parties or playgroups)—the absolute best way for a child to develop social skills, again, whatever the child’s age. This holds true for the shy child, the child who gravitates toward one particular playmate, or the child who thrives in a large group. Play is a magnificent way to learn to get along with others, to take turns, to negotiate; it also teaches children about fairness, making amends, and what it feels like to have a friend.


Finally, there are games that parents and children can enjoy together, in the park or at the kitchen table. Bringing an entire family together creates another wonderful tradition of play (see Family Game Night, page 359.) I’ve tried to include games that do not require Mom or Dad to wear a donkey hat or sing “Yankee Doodle Dandy” while standing on one foot. But far be it from me to tell you to put dignity in the way of a good time!
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The Simple Pleasures


Here are just a few of the sensations and experiences that come alive through unplugged play. When you read this list, the essential question to ask yourself is this: Can a screen or machine bring the same joyful experience into my child’s life?


PLAY FOR JOY


• Feel the sunshine on your face as you kick a ball.


• Run after a friend and catch her!


• Put on a costume and pretend to be a grown-up.


• Squish your toes and fingers in mud.


• Jump, skip, and roll down the hill.


• Pick up a caterpillar and look at its fur.


• Pour sand into containers; make a castle.


• Make yourself go higher on the swing and feel the thrill in your stomach.


• Catch a frog and feel his slimy skin.


• Pedal a bike without falling off.


• Learn how to turn a cartwheel.


• Pull a wagon full of dolls as fast as you can.


• Run through the sprinkler in the backyard.


• Dig up worms in the dirt with a stick.


• Throw a water balloon and watch it splash.


• Learn to dribble a ball.


• Make a paper-plate hat, put it on your head, look in the mirror, and have a laugh.


• Jump rope with two friends.


PLAY FOR INTELLIGENCE


• Line up wooden blocks on the floor and count them for the first time.


• Watch how your older sister builds a tower and make one just like hers.


• Learn to add and subtract by counting buttons from the button box.


• Use cups to scoop water out of a bucket to determine how many cups are in a gallon.


• Build a fort and add heavy books to keep the sheets from slipping off the table.


• Turn over cards on the table that have matching pictures underneath.


• Learn which pans make the loudest noises when you hit them with a spoon.


• Invent a story from your own imagination and tell it to a friend.


• Experiment at a sink full of water to see which things sink and which ones float.


• Find the treasure box in the backyard by guessing the correct answers to all the clues.


• Learn to write your name in cursive.


PLAY FOR CONNECTION


• Listen to a story and know when it’s time to turn the page.


• See that a friend is sad and offer her a teddy bear.


• Say “I’m sorry” after grabbing a shovel from your friend.


• Learn to take turns on the slide.


• Do the Hokey-Pokey with four other friends.


• Learn not to tell the answer to the riddle until everyone has had a chance to guess.


• Make a big playhouse out of a box and let your friend color the door red when you wanted to paint it blue.


• Imitate exactly what your friend does and take your own turn being the leader.


• Make a giant get-well card for Grandma and take it to the hospital.


• Give a puppet show where all the bunnies act happy, then sad.


• Play house with your friends, and you get to be the dad.






What’s Wrong with Electronic Play?



Okay, I can hear you muttering in the background—what world does she live in?—so it’s time to get real. I am not suggesting that electronic games and high-tech play have no place in a child’s world, but I feel very strongly that they should occupy only a minor amount of a child’s playtime.


Do you want to know why? I’ve covered some of these points earlier, but they’re worth remembering. To begin with, many children play these games in isolation. So rather than interacting with human playmates, they’re being captivated by lights, sounds, and moving images. The ramifications on developing social skills (and friendships) are huge. Furthermore, it’s a good bet that your child will not be running around while playing video games. (Is it any wonder that we are witnessing a huge rise in childhood obesity?) And it’s not just the physical benefits that he’ll be missing. When your child draws, paints, builds, and invents, or writes music, songs, poems, and stories, there are no artificial boundaries or predetermined limits to his creativity. And when he’s playing outside, there’s even more—in the form of mud, water, sand, stones, leaves, seeds, animals, insects, sunshine, rain.




“Most of the television viewing that goes on in under twos is not useful, partly because a television program moves at quite the wrong pace for a baby of eighteen months. He turns his head to call your attention to something on the screen. By the time he turns back, it’s gone, it’s over.”


—Penelope Leach, Ph.D.


psychologist and author of Your Baby and Child





FIGHTING THE FIGHT: NOT GIVING IN TO HIGH-TECH PRESSURE


Given all this, you may be wondering how in the world these games have become so popular—there’s so much pressure to buy them, and nearly everyone seems to be paying and playing. The short answer has to do with successful advertising. The longer answer includes peer pressure, the mistaken belief among parents and educators that children must learn to be proficient on the computer at age four or five or ten or they will be left in the dust academically, and the fact that popping in a videotape to amuse a child is just easier to do when you need a quiet moment for yourself.


But that’s only part of the story. Put a toddler in front of a large video screen with bright, quick-moving images, and chances are his eyes will light up, and that he will follow the movement on the screen with intensity. Now add interesting sounds, and your child’s auditory attention will be fixed on that screen as well. So your child appears to be having fun. That’s one thing. The other is that high-tech gadgets are so much a part of our adult lives—and we value them so highly—that we imagine they must be of use to children too. They can be. Children with physical limitations or special needs can really benefit from gadgets and games that allow them to connect to friends. And all children, once they get into school, will need to learn to use computers and calculators and probably iPods and PDAs. But hold back. Children are not mini adults.




Eight Ways to Promote a No-Battery Zone


1. Provide toys that allow variety—balls, a sandbox, building blocks, art supplies, etc.


2. Change it up by encouraging all types of play: high-energy and physical play, quiet games, arts, crafts, music, building, and imaginative play. Relax. Unplugged play is fun. Children don’t need to know that it’s often educational. Look for small windows of opportunity that can flow seamlessly into your day—set your toddler up for a ten- or fifteen-minute game of Shake, Rattle-N-Roll while you do chores, start a silly guessing game at the dinner table, tell a story in the car on the drive across town. Keep it casual. Keep it short.


3. Make your home a place that other children enjoy visiting. It’s easier to control what kinds of games kids play on your own turf.


4. Don’t hover, and don’t micromanage your child’s play. Let him explore matters on his own. Simply offer a quick demo about using a toy or a new material (if needed), and then back off.


5. If your child looks stumped, toss out a play-inducing challenge: “What sort of fort could you make with these boxes and blankets?”


6. Don’t be afraid to let grandparents, friends, and gift givers know you prefer low-tech or no-tech toys for your child. And until your child is in school, try to keep him away from high-tech anything.


7. As kids get older, set up a Family Electronic Play Plan. You—not your child—should decide how much time is allowed for electronic play each week, and when to fit it into your routine. Some families limit electronic toys and play to weekends. You’ll know best what works for you. (See what the American Academy of Pediatrics recommends to curb electronic play, page 16.)


8. Create a regular time that is Family Game Night—once a month or once a week—and put it on your calendar so you don’t forget. (See Family Game Night ideas, page 359.)






DIBS: A THREE-STEP ACTION PLAN



My best advice is to treat high-tech play like a hot fudge sundae—perfectly fine for now and then, but not for every day. Easy for me to say! And not so easy for you to do. But here’s a three-point action plan called DIBS that may help.


1. Delay introducing your child to high-tech toys, computers, and electronic games during the infant, toddler, preschool, and kindergarten years, when your child’s brain is growing rapidly, and incorporating all the social, emotional, and physical development that goes with that. Educational psychologist Jane Healy, author of Your Child’s Growing Mind, has studied children’s use of computers for years and has concluded that they will not be disadvantaged if they are not introduced to computers until age seven or eight.




“By the time children are seven, there have been enormous changes in the brain. Then, the kids are really able to do very interesting and very important things with a computer.”


—Jane M. Healy, Ph.D.


educational psychologist and author of Your Child’s Growing Mind





2. Introduce your child to the habit of having fun without plug-ins. That’s what this book is for! Let the pleasure of good old-fashioned play win your child’s heart.


3. Be Selective and deliberate about how much time you allow for electronic play in your older child’s week and which games are okay. Make a specific Electronic Play Plan for your family and stick to it. See suggestions from other families below.


MAKE AN ELECTRONIC PLAY PLAN


Time for another reality check: The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends that children three years or older get no more than one or two hours a day of quality screen time. This includes any time spent in front of a video game, computer, or television. The AAP recommends that children two years of age and younger have no screen time.


So, what’s a parent to do? Here are some specific plans that other real families have used to limit electronic play and screen time:


• Consider a No Video Games rule during the week for school-age children. On weekends, offer a rich assortment of unplugged play opportunities with family and friends, but also allow your child some freedom to choose electronic play.


• Create two distinct bins or boxes for toys—one for electronics and another for all unplugged toys and games—so that you’re better able to put time restrictions in place for toys chosen from the electronic toy bin.


• Connect chore time with electronic game time for older children who clamor for extra electronic playtime (beyond the family limit). The idea is that your child can do household chores for a set amount of time and then trade in for a certain, fixed amount of video game time. (Parents report that this system, while not for everyone, gives the child the power to decide how much effort he is willing to put into earning video playtime.)


• Create a Reading Bank in your family. Encourage your child to read for pleasure. For every thirty minutes of reading time banked during the week, your child can engage in an equal amount of screen time on the weekend.


The bottom line is that the most effective way to limit electronic play in the early years is to embrace other sorts of play. And the good news is that the habits and preferences your child forms during the toddler years will carry through to adolescence and beyond. As your child moves into the preteen years (typically a time of increased pressure for high-tech play), he will begin to play with more independence. You won’t be able to prohibit the electronic play that goes on at friends’ houses or the high-tech learning tools he’s likely to encounter in school, nor should you; in today’s world, many of us need some degree of technological aptitude. But if you’ve laid a groundwork of unplugged play, I can guarantee that your child will be more likely to gravitate toward unplugged games—simply because he knows firsthand the pleasure of creating, doing, and playing without plug-ins.




“The very brain circuits that are activated during play are also activated during joyous, happy moments in our lives, and the more you exercise a brain circuit, the stronger it gets. So letting kids have a good time in play is one of the healthiest things you can do for them.”


—Daniel Goleman, PIi.D.


psychologist and author of Emotional Intelligence and Social Intelligence






MAKE YOURS AN UNPLUGGED COMMUNITY



Parents who set limits for their children about electronic toys sometimes feel as though they are swimming upstream. To tackle this problem, find other parents who are also swimming upstream and include them in your social circle. Plan potluck dinners with the parents and playdates with the children (or parent and child play parties). Also, organize informal Unplugged Play Parties for small groups of two to four children, with each family involved taking a turn hosting a playdate at their home once a month. There’s no need to make these playdate parties especially elaborate or terribly structured. Just provide a little bit of kid-friendly food and opportunities to play indoors and outdoors.




“The more you can involve others in the effort to lead a simpler, saner, slower life, the better. It’s as easy as, ‘Come on over Saturday and bring a dish, and we’ll all play in the backyard.’ What matters is that you get together and enjoy each other’s company. People will thank you.”


—Edward Hallowell, M.D.


psychiatrist and author of Driven to Distraction and CrazyBusy





KNOW YOUR VIDEO GAMES


Your child likely knows a lot more about the vast selection of video and computer games available than you do. Your job is to become educated about what’s out there, both good and bad. Here are several websites that will give you a quick start on your video game education:


• www.parentschoice.org Look for current and past child-friendly, award-winning computer software and video games for children of various ages.


• www.mediafamily.org National Institute on Media and the Family is a nonprofit organization that has video and computer game reviews for parents who want both a description and rating system for children’s electronic videos. (Look for the Kidscore section of the site for complete reviews.)


• www.esrb.org Look up specific video and computer games on the Entertainment Software Rating Board site to find a brief description and rating for a game.



BECOME A RATINGS READER



When you think about purchasing or renting a video or computer game, take a look at the Ratings System for video and computer games provided by the Entertainment Software Rating Board (ESRB):


EC (Early Childhood): Suitable for ages three and over, with no inappropriate materials or content.


E (Everyone): Suitable for children ages six and over. This product may possibly contain minimal violence or crude language.


E10+ (Everyone Ten Years and Older): May have content with mild violence, language, or minimally suggestive themes.


T (Teen): Suitable for children thirteen years of age and over. These games may contain violence, suggestive themes, crude humor, minimal blood, or infrequent use of strong language.


M (Mature): Suitable for ages seventeen and over. May contain intense violence, blood and gore, sexual content, and strong language.


A (Adults Only): Suitable only for adults. May contain prolonged scenes of graphic sex or violence. Not intended for rental or sale to anyone under the age of eighteen.


RP (Rating Pending): The game has not yet been rated. (This symbol appears only in advertising prior to the game’s release.)


AND WHAT ABOUT THE INTERNET?


I’m a hard-liner on this one, since I don’t think any children under ten should have independent access to the Internet. And, then, even if you are sitting next to your child, use the child-protection features to visit only those sites that are appropriate. And here’s a novel idea: If your child wants to “chat,” he can invite a friend over to play! End of story!




“Right now, there’s an enormous number of toys that have little computers in them that make sounds and lights and sing songs. I am not a fan of those toys because, from my point of view, there are two problems. One, they tend to make the world too frenetic and busy for young children. The other thing about those toys is they teach children to bond with a machine. I don’t think that’s a good lesson to teach three-month-old, six-month-old, or two-year-old children.”


—Mary Pipher, Ph.D.


psychotherapist and author of Reviving Ophelia and The Shelter of Each Other





Additionally, there is one very good website to know about from the American Library Association (www.ala.org/greatsites). This site is actually a portal that will connect you and your child to seven hundred great websites and search engines for kids that have been carefully scrutinized by the staff at the ALA.



How to Use This Book



To begin, check out the section of the book that matches your child’s! age—toddler, preschooler, or grade-schooler. Once you’re there, you’ll find that the games are organized by situation. Who’s playing? Just your child? Look in the Solo games. You and your child? Flip to Parent and Child. For two to four children, check out the Playing with Others pages; and lastly, for foolproof party plans, the Birthday Party games will have you covered.


There are games for rainy days and sunny days, games that last five minutes and games that can stretch on for hours. Do you need a solo game to amuse your toddler while you cook dinner tonight? If so, a quick skim through the Busy-Body pages will give you lots of ideas for those moments when you have only a bit of time or when you need to keep your toddler occupied while you’re busy with some activity nearby. (Try Hallway Bag-Ball; all you need is a paper bag and a few tennis balls.) For longer chunks of time, Spontaneous Solo Play provides plenty of ideas for ways to get your child moving, inventing, and creating on her own.


If you have a preschooler in the family and a playdate planned for tomorrow, flip to the Playing with Others pages in the Preschool section; within those pages, if rain is on the way, you’ll find plenty of exciting options in the Indoor Play portion. How about a couple rounds of Musical Socks? When the sun peeks out and the children scramble outdoors, turn to the Outdoor pages to find ideas for sandbox play.


And let’s not forget the Arts and Crafts activities. Nothing can replace the tactile pleasure of working with paper, crayon, glue, and glitter, or the satisfaction of making something yourself.


Using your child’s age as a starting point, and then pinpointing the play circumstances—one child or two, indoors or out, active or creative play—will help you navigate through this book and find games that are just right for your child (and his playmates) and just right for this moment of play.


This might mean sampling games in younger age sections too. Some games in the Toddler Play section will appeal to your preschool child, and some games in the preschool section will capture your six-to ten-year-old’s interest. Enjoy the freedom to move through the pages of this book to discover games that will engage your child. And then encourage your child to tweak the games to suit his style, interests, and abilities.


If your child has a physical delay or disability, or cognitive, social, or speech delays or disabilities, you’ll find hundreds of games in these pages that offer fabulous opportunities for your child to have fun and at the same time work on targeted goals, such as increasing muscle strength, cardiovascular endurance, or motor or speech development. Perhaps, for example, your child has trouble flexing his arms or reaching and grasping. There are loads of catching and tossing activities to help fine-tune those skills. Some of these games use balls of various sizes, others use beanbags, which may make tossing, catching, and grasping a bit easier for a child with motor delays or disabilities. (You can even substitute a silk neck scarf for a ball or beanbag to invent a new variation of catch that allows extra time for catching the floating scarf.) As in all cases, you know your child best. Select games (and invent variations) that allow just the right balance of challenge and success. When you discover a game that hits this mark, you’ll know—your child will want to play again and again.




Toys for Children with Special Needs


Specialized toys are available for children with motor delays or impairment, visual or hearing impairment, language delays, and a range of other special needs. Here are a few parenting resources to help you find toys and play suggestions tailored to your child’s abilities:


National Lekotek Center A nonprofit organization and resource on toys and play for children with special needs. Their website, www.lekotek.org, features a toy rating system that reviews many specialized toys and includes where-to-buy information, along with many play tips and articles to help you tailor play to your child’s needs.


Beyond Play Toys An online source for toys and products for children with special needs. Their website, www.beyondplay.com, features over 1,000 toys and products you can order directly, along with useful articles and play tips. The Search by Product feature helps you find toys suited to your child’s abilities and developmental stage.





If your child has difficulty picking up on social cues, many of the Playing with Others games are perfect to practice speaking, listening, and watching. When it comes to progress through play, the key element that seems to grease the wheel is engaging your child in a way that his interest is in high gear. And when he is interested, he is also motivated.


I am inspired time and time again by the commitment parents bring to adapting play to a child’s individual needs, whether or not that child has special needs. You as a parent are first and foremost focused on your child’s abilities (rather than disabilities) and you can use these abilities as the starting point for play. If you are a creative thinker, you are constantly brainstorming ways to enhance and adapt your child’s play. And, believe me, a can-do, infectious attitude will get passed along to (and absorbed by) your children.


And don’t think the opportunities to “seize the play” end here. One of my favorite play traditions has its own special section in this book. I’m talking about Family Game Night, a wonderful way to put your own seal of approval on the importance of play. In the Family Game Night appendix, you’ll find 120 different ideas for activities and games for the entire family to play together. This might mean Mom or Dad and the kids, or maybe even Grandma, Grandpa, and cousins too. There are silly games, challenging quizzes, high-energy antics, and quiet kitchen table games you can play while digging into a big tray of lasagna. You’ll find everything you need to plan your very own family tradition of playtime, once a week or once a month. These special times will be remembered long after that rousing round of Animal Charades is over. So what are you waiting for? Go forth and seize the play!




“We underestimate the simple little things. When a baby learns to shake a rattle and hear the sound and be pleased with it, he’s learning that he can affect his environment. And he’s learning that there’s a cause-and-effect mechanism at work here, which is going to be the basis of the thinking in science and physics and algebra and important kinds of school learning later on. So what he’s doing, basically, is twofold: he’s learning habits of mind that say, Okay, I am a problem solver. Okay, I can work and enjoy it, and I can be motivated from inside, and I can pay attention. The other thing he’s learning is a whole lot of skills in terms of physical movement. And he’s also, in fact, learning that he feels good about all this and that it’s pleasurable for him.”


—Jane M. Healy, Ph.D.


educational psychologist and author of Your Child’s Growing Mind and Failure to Connect: How Computers Affect Our Children’s Minds
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PART I



Toddler Play
AGE 1 TO 2


Teaching a toddler “how to play” is a little like trying to teach Einstein how to think. Toddlers are wired to play! Every object they encounter becomes a potential toy. Every action they see you do, they imitate as a form of play. Using their hands and arms and moving around is play. Looking inside a box, moving the cardboard flaps back and forth, and dumping its contents on the floor is play. Hearing the songs you sing and listening to the words you read is play. Splashing hands and feet in a dishpan of water is play.


Your toddler’s play takes shape as he experiments and explores. His desire to make things happen directs his play! He pushes a toy car across the wooden floor and it crashes into the couch with an impressive sound and flips up in the air. What sweet satisfaction for a little being who likes to make things happen! The play is fluid and flexible, with one good idea or action leading to another. From your toddler’s perspective the world exists so that he can play, with new and interesting opportunities literally around every corner.


The backstory to all this fun and excitement is that your child is learning and growing with each stroke of play. What an amazing package of self-reliance: I play, therefore I grow.
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Here’s a snapshot of the specific ways your toddler grows as he plays:


PHYSICAL DEVELOPMENT Large-muscle control, strength, and stamina develop as toddlers walk, run, climb, jump, kick a ball, scoot on ride-on toys, and roll and toss a ball.


Small muscle control (fingers and hands) and hand-eye coordination improve as toddlers turn knobs, string large beads, play with blocks, use crayons, markers, toy tools, maneuver push toys and pull toys, and transfer an object from one hand to the other with confidence.


INTELLECTUAL DEVELOPMENT A toddler’s brain grows and thinking skills develop through play. Toddlers typically learn about cause and effect (if I do x, then y happens); learn to understand words and simple instructions; identify objects by pointing (and understand that pictures in a book represent three-dimensional, “real” objects); begin to recognize letters and colors; start to count; experiment and discover how things work (open/close, inside/outside, etc.); and build memory by recognizing stories, songs, and rhymes.


SOCIAL/EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT Toddlers develop important social skills as they play. They learn that a conversation consists of listening and talking (and taking turns); to use words to express their wants and needs; to imitate the actions of others; to start to feel empathy for others in distress (who are crying); to offer toys to another child as a token of friendship (for brief moments of time).


The toddler section of this book was created with two important, related themes in mind. One, that toddlers are the masters of their own play, inventing their own clever play scenarios, often on the spot. (For that reason, the Play heading under many of the toddler activities in the book doesn’t imply a rigid set of rules for play as it may for older child activities. Instead it’s important that you think of the “rules” simply as basic ideas for play, because, once again, teaching a toddler “how to play” is a lot like trying to teach Einstein how to think!) And two, your job as a parent is to support and encourage your child’s play. You provide safe toys and supervision, offer toddler-friendly play ideas, and give short demos on how to work the toys, props, games, or materials, simply to get things started or help when things get bogged down.




“I think the conclusion we’ve come to is that people are really a baby’s best playmate, and unhurried, sensitive interactions are the best stimulation for the developing brain.”


—Ross Thompson, Ph.D.


Professor of Psychology, University of California, Davis






Younger Toddler Play vs. Older Toddler Play



Toddlers twelve to twenty-four months have very different interests and capabilities than older toddlers, twenty-four to thirty-six months. The youngest toddlers are in the early stages of learning to walk; they are trying to gain control over their hands and their toys. These are huge physical tasks, and to a great degree, a young toddler’s play is all about mastering these skills. Young toddlers tend to explore most toys and objects by putting them in their mouths. (So you must be diligent about their safety each minute of the day.) In short, these toddlers don’t have the same physical or cognitive skills that the older ones have, which is important to keep in mind when selecting toys and activities. Toddlers can get overwhelmed with frustration if given a toy to manipulate that is far beyond their capability. And when toddlers have a meltdown, no one is happy.




“Hands-on, three-dimensional, physical play really matters. Between one and two, already this child can start to invent games. She can figure out new ways to do things; and it’s coming from inside her own mind. This is what’s very important..”


—Jane M. Healy, Ph.D.


educational psychologist and author of Your Child’s Growing Mind





Any toys and play activities that are best suited for children twenty-four to thirty-six months are noted throughout. Older toddlers typically have better hand-eye coordination, can manipulate toys more easily, have steadier balance, and have a better understanding of language. All of these leaps in skills and abilities open up a whole new way of playing.


The Well-Stocked Toddler Toy Cupboard


Just as any chef needs gadgets and supplies in the kitchen, so too does a toddler need toys, props, and materials for a daily life filled with creative, active play. In the back of this book (page 365), you will find an easy-to-navigate list of age-appropriate toys and household items that are marvelous for freewheeling solo play and playing with others too. The list identifies every single item needed to play every single game or activity in the toddler section.


By no means do you need to go out and buy every item in order for your child to have a happy life of playing. Once you’ve stocked your toy cupboard with just several, you’ll be in a wonderful position to suggest new and exciting games to hold your toddler’s attention—on the spot. So select a few items, as your budget allows, to start creating your toddler’s unplugged toy cupboard!





Solo Play






It’s safe to say that your toddler isn’t going to be old enough to go play outside by herself anytime soon. For one thing, your child needs your constant supervision; for another, she loves to be near you. But she will still be engaged in her own version of solo play, exploring and directing her play independently for brief moments each day.


There are two types of solo play for toddlers covered in this section of the book. The first is what I call Busy-Body Play. The play ideas in this category are perfect for the many occasions when you need a few minutes of concentration to make dinner or work at your desk while your toddler plays happily nearby. (Or perhaps you’re looking for a way to keep your child occupied in a waiting room or on a plane.) These games require very simple, basic props or toys and only minimal setup, and can typically be played in one designated play area.


The second category of solo play in this section is Spontaneous Solo Play. This type of play is more freewheeling and self-directed; it unfolds naturally as your child explores toys or simple props. With this type of play, your child is on the go, moving from place to place as she investigates and plays. She may pick up a baby doll and begin to feed the baby a bottle and a minute later discover a shoe box across the room that gets incorporated into this ad-lib style of play. Self-directed play is ideal for the times when your child can enjoy freedom to move about, from one area to the next, and decide on her own what to play and how long to play it.



Busy-Body Play



Sometimes a child can become bored and restless when he sees your attention wandering away from him. These activities are designed to captivate your child’s attention for a few minutes while you are busy with a task only a few feet away. To get things started, give your toddler a quick demo or show him one or two good ideas for solo play. Many times he will begin by copying you before discovering other ways to play on his own. With busy-body play, he will be using hands and fingers and feet and toes, his eyes and ears and thinking skills too. Of course these activities keep your child busy while you work, but each activity was designed first and foremost to delight and entertain your toddler and put his curiosity and capabilities to work. Most of these play ideas incorporate familiar toys or household items, but offer specific play possibilities that are interesting or challenging to your toddler.
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Toddlers like to be where the action is, which means they naturally gravitate to the kitchen, where there is a buzz of excitement a significant part of each day. Let them join in! The kitchen floor or table can be easily transformed into an ideal place for toddler play. Just gather up a few of the simple props and toys used for the games in the following pages (many of which you can find right in your kitchen cupboard), show your child how the game works, and your child will take over from there. As he explores, your child will enjoy your occasional encouragement, and you will have the pleasure of watching a joyful toddler at play. It’s a recipe for cozy, casual, comfortable fun that makes for a happy play routine and wonderful memories too.




The Kids’ Cupboard


Toddlers love having their very own kitchen cupboard. And you will love that it can be filled with safe playthings for solo busy-body play. Ideally, this should be a low cupboard that your child can open and close himself while you work in the kitchen nearby. For toddlers, dragging all the gadgets out of the cupboard is like hunting for a treasure, and experimenting with the objects themselves is a captivating form of wizardry. This serious toddler science consists of stacking containers, putting one item inside the other, putting lids on and taking them off, and seeing what noise can be made with pots and pans. Here are some toddler-safe playthings to include in your happy playtime kids’ cupboard. (Remember to add new gadgets and toys to the cupboard from time to time to spice things up a bit.)


Cake pans


Cardboard egg cartons


Dish towels


Funnel


Measuring cups and spoons


Metal or plastic mixing bowls (stacking)


Metal roasting pan


Muffin tins


Unbreakable plates and cups


Plastic buckets and tubs (with lids)


Plastic colander


Plastic empty squeeze bottles* (mustard, ketchup, or syrup)


Plastic water bottles*


Plastic yogurt containers with lids (large)


Pots and pans with lids


*Safety Alert: Remove small lids or caps to prevent choking hazard.






1 Kitchen Soccer



AGE: 1–2 YRS


CATEGORY: SOLO PLAY/BUSY-BODY PLAY


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


Place a laundry basket on its side, propped up against the wall in the kitchen, to create several rolling and tossing games that are just right for toddlers.


Materials:


• Pack of plastic Wiffle golf balls (22 balls to a pack)*


• Unbreakable mixing bowl


• Medium to large plastic laundry basket


Setup:


Place all of the Wiffle balls in the bowl. Put the laundry basket on its side on the floor, propped up against the wall or cupboards. (The basket now resembles a soccer goal.) Squat down to your toddler’s height and give your child a quick demonstration: Bounce the ball on the floor about 20 inches away from the basket and watch it bounce inside the goal. (If you use a square, plastic mesh laundry basket, the ball will be less likely to bounce back out.)


Play:


Position your toddler 2 to 3 feet away from the basket, and place the bowl of balls nearby. As you’ve demonstrated, the player gives each ball a hearty bounce and watches as it bounces into the basket to score a goal. When all the balls have been bounced inside the goal one by one, your toddler gathers the balls up, puts them back into the bowl, and starts over again. (If you’re feeling particularly energetic, you can call out “Two points!” every time your toddler bounces a ball into the basket—or just give your nerves a break and let him play on his own!)


2 ROMPER ROLL


Set up the laundry basket in the same way described above, but have your child sit on the floor 2 to 3 feet away to roll (rather than bounce) a small or medium playground ball into the basket. Part of his time will be spent rolling the ball, and part of his time will be spent retrieving it (or chasing after it if it meanders around the room) before sitting back down to roll it again.


3 BEANBAG BASKET TOSS


For older toddlers (nearing thirty-six months), set up the laundry basket in the same way described above. Create a “tossing line” on the floor by placing a long piece of painter’s tape (masking tape) across the kitchen floor a short distance away from the laundry basket. Give your child a bowl of toddler-safe beanbags and challenge her to toss each of the beanbags inside the goal (laundry basket).




Where Can I Find Beanbags?


Toddler-safe beanbags can be purchased at teacher supply or educational supply stores. You’ll find sturdy round or square canvas beanbags decorated with colors, numbers, and alphabet letters. These can be used for tossing and are also great during the preschool years for games involving colors, numbers, and letters.





*Safety Alert: Be certain to use plastic Wiffle golf balls (or Ping-Pong balls) rather than hard, regulation golf balls.



4 Tunnel Tube



AGE: 1–2 YRS


CATEGORY: SOLO PLAY/BUSY-BODY PLAY


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


This simple downhill rolling game involves a cookie sheet, a towel, a short mailing tube, and Wiffle balls—no baking involved!


Materials:


• Bath towel


• Metal cookie sheet


• Cardboard mailing tube (18"-20" long works best)


• Duct tape


• Invisible tape


• Pack of plastic Wiffle golf balls (22 balls to a pack)


• Plastic sandbox bucket with handle


Setup:


Fold the towel in half lengthwise and then roll it up tightly, like a fruit roll-up. Place the rolled towel on top of the cookie sheet and slide it to one end. (This creates the “lift” for one end of the mailing tube to create a tube-slide for the ball.) Place the cardboard mailing tube lengthwise on the cookie sheet, with one end propped up on the towel, as shown below.
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Secure the high end of the tube in place using a big piece of duct tape. Tape the other end of the tube to the cookie sheet using the invisible tape (to avoid sticky residue after cleanup). Dump all of the Wiffle balls into the bucket. Place the cookie sheet on the floor.


Play:


Show your toddler how to insert one ball into the high end of the tube, listen to it roll, and watch it come out the other end. Let your child play on his own, taking one ball after another from the bucket and dropping it into the tube. For added excitement, place the cookie sheet (with tube attached) on the seat of a sturdy kitchen chair, place a roasting pan on the floor underneath, and watch as some of the balls bounce inside the pan and others bounce onto the floor. Finding all the balls scattered around the room and putting them back in the bucket is part of the fun.
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“It’s not so easy being a toddler. They’re weaker than us, they’re slower than us, they can’t speak as well. They feel like they’re losing all day long. They just want to win a few. And what works the best with toddlers is to allow them to win little tiny things just to feel triumphant in little moments all throughout the day.”


—Harvey Karp, M.D.


pediatrician and author of The Happiest Toddler on the Block






5 Job-Jar



AGE: 2 YRS


CATEGORY: SOLO PLAY/BUSY-BODY PLAY


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


One of toddlers’ favorite types of play is imitating grown-up chores. Create a Job-Jar filled with toddler-friendly cleanup ideas and you’ll be surprised by how playful chores can be.


Materials:


• Marker


• Colored construction paper


• Giant plastic jar with a lid


• Washcloth or dish towel


Setup:


Think of a few toddler-safe cleanup or setup ideas that your child can do in the kitchen with you there. Jobs may range from washing the outside of the fridge or kitchen cupboards with a damp washcloth to dusting the kitchen chairs or baseboards (steer clear of feather dusters, as feathers have an uncanny way of winding up in toddlers’ noses). Write one job on each piece of paper and fold it in half. Put the papers in the jar.


Play:


Pull one piece of paper from the jar and read the chore out loud. Give a quick demonstration of what needs to be done, and give your child a damp washcloth (or dish towel) for the job. Let him improvise his own special way to do this chore. (And remember: This is playtime, so keep the focus on fun rather than spotless cleaning!)




Toddler-Safe Playtime


A parent’s number one job is to keep her child safe. With a toddler in the family, this job requires planning, commitment, and constant supervision. Though curiosity is a wonderful thing, remember that toddlers don’t yet understand the concept of danger, so you must be their eyes and ears to keep them safe. (Clearly convey safety rules and the need for constant supervision to all of your child care providers and teenage babysitters too.) The very first step is to take a realistic look at your surroundings, with an eye toward your toddler’s capabilities, reach, and interests. Here are some general guidelines to keep in mind regarding toddler play and safety:


• Toddlers need constant adult supervision when they play indoors and outdoors.


• Remove or cover all furniture with sharp edges or corners.


• Remove small tables and chairs that can easily tip over.


• Keep older siblings’ toys and games with small parts out of reach.


• Carefully supervise all play that involves water, including buckets and tubs of water.


• Keep safety latches on cabinets that store chemicals, cleaning supplies, or medicine.


• Install safety gates to protect your child from falls on stairs.


• Balloons pose a serious choking hazard; keep them away from toddlers.






6 Pillowcase Surprise



AGE: 1–2 YRS


CATEGORY: SOLO PLAY/BUSY-BODY PLAY


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


Toddlers are delighted to discover toys and objects hidden inside something else. Scour through your kitchen cupboard for containers and other safe kitchen gadgets to explore.


Materials:


• Pillowcase or 6-10 athletic socks (adult size)


• Wooden blocks and/or


• Plastic toys and/or


• Plastic lids and/or


• Plastic measuring cups and/or large plastic bowl


Setup (for toddlers 1 to 2 years old):


Young toddlers are still trying to gain mastery over their hands and fingers, so you’ll use a large pillowcase, rather than a sock, for their version of this game. Put 10 to 12 toddler-safe mystery items in the bottom of the pillowcase.


Play:


Your one- or two-year-old looks through the pillowcase to see what he can find. He might pull one item out at a time; he might dump the contents on the floor. This is a great way of holding your child’s attention, especially if you put brand-new, unknown, and of course, toddler-safe items in the pillowcase.


Setup (for toddlers 2 years and older):


For your two- or three-year-old, gather up 6 to 10 clean, adult-size athletic socks. Hide one toddler-safe mystery object or toy in each sock by pushing it down firmly into the toe. Once you have filled all the socks with one mystery item, toss them in the giant bowl.


Play:


Challenge your child to find all the mystery items by wiggling the items out of the socks. Or, she can guess what’s inside by reaching in and touching the object. If wiggling her hand inside the sock is too difficult, your child may discover she can hold on to the toe section of the sock and spill the contents out onto the floor quite easily. After all the mystery objects have come out, line them up in a row so your child can give a little commentary about what she has found.
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“Play is so important to healthy brain development, not just later in life, but starting very early in babyhood. Why? Because play is what allows kids to manipulate their environment. And how you manipulate your environment is about how you begin to take control, how you begin to develop your senses, how you view the world.”


—Kenneth Ginsburg, M.D.


pediatrician and coauthor of the American Academy of Pediatrics report on The Importance of Play in Promoting Healthy Child Development and Maintaining Strong Parent-Child Bonds






7 Scrub-a-Dub



AGE: 1–2 YRS


CATEGORY: SOLO PLAY/BUSY-BODY PLAY


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


Toddlers love to imitate what you do, and they love to play around in water. Mix these two things together for a game of Scrub-a-Dub.


Materials:


• Beach towel


• Small plastic dishpan


• Plastic lids from food containers


• Baby-size washcloth (or regular washcloth, cut into 4 pieces)


Setup:


Fold the beach towel in half and place it on the floor. Put 1 inch of water in the dishpan and place the dishpan on top of the towel. Toss the plastic lids and small washcloth inside the dishpan.


Play:


Young toddlers will enjoy playing around with the water and plastic lids. Older toddlers will get a kick out of scrubbing the lids “to make them really clean.”




“Any object in your household is a toy to a baby. So you can be doing laundry and sorting socks, and your child can just be putting the laundry in and out of the hamper. And you know what? To a child, that’s a perfectly fun way to learn up and down, and high and low, and in and out, and eventually reds and whites, and counting.”


—Maureen O’Brien, M.D.


child development specialist and author of Watch Me Grow: I’m One-Two-Three





8 SCRUBBING BABY’S DISHES


Ask your toddler to help you scrub all the baby utensils while you work in the kitchen. A little plastic tub with only an inch of water can provide a good stretch of fun. Put a collection of safe infant spoons and bowl, spill-proof infant cups, baby-bottle rings, and nipples into the water. Provide a tiny sponge or small washcloth for soap-free scrubbing!


9 SPOON SCRUB AND SORT



Rummage through your silverware drawer and create an odds-and-ends collection of teaspoons that aren’t in use or don’t match and designate them for regular Scrub and Sort playtime for your older toddler. Buy an inexpensive plastic utensil-organizer with four or five compartments; store these special spoons in the tray in a low cupboard so that your toddler can get to them. Ask your toddler to scrub and sort these spoons for your family while you are in the kitchen working. Fill the small plastic tub with an inch of water and the washcloth and have your child dump all the spoons into the water and give them a scrub. Have a dish towel standing by so he can dry the spoons and place them one by one in the tray’s compartments.


10 ROCK SCRUB


Medium to large rocks (the size of a potato) from a creek bank are good fun for a toddler with a vegetable scrubber or large sponge. (Caution: Do not let your child play with small stones or rocks, which could be a choking hazard.)


*Safety Alert: Always supervise toddlers when they are playing with water. Also, if your child likes to put things in his mouth, sponges can pose a choking hazard, so use a washcloth instead.



11 Shake, Rattle-N-Roll
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AGE: 1–2 YRS


CATEGORY: SOLO PLAY/BUSY-BODY PLAY


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


Movement and noise come alive with one transparent pack of tennis balls.


Materials:


• Plastic tennis-ball container with lid


• 3 new tennis balls


Play:


With the three tennis balls inside, secure the lid on the plastic tube. Children one to two years old will enjoy placing the tube on its side on the floor and giving it a shove to see how far it will roll. They also like shaking the tube with both hands and listening to the racket the balls create. Last but not least, lifting off the lid, dumping the balls on the floor, and chasing after them makes for excellent sport.


*Safety Alert: Tennis balls are not intended to be tasted by toddlers, so provide careful supervision.


12 Hallway Bag-Ball


AGE: 1–2 YRS


CATEGORY: SOLO PLAY/BUSY-BODY PLAY


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


The next time the cashier asks, “Paper or plastic?,” pick the paper sack so your toddler can play Hallway Bag-Ball!


Materials:


• Paper grocery bag


• Plastic balls or tennis balls (use toddler-safe balls to avoid choking hazard)


Setup:


Have your toddler sit on any uncarpeted floor. Fully open the paper grocery bag and place it on the floor on one of its long sides, several yards away from your child. (Give the bag a little stretch to keep it open.) Squat down next to your child and roll the ball so that it goes inside the paper bag.


*Safety Alert: Because of the fuzz and dye used in manufacturing, tennis balls are only appropriate for children who no longer put things in their mouth.




The Honorable, Humble Paper Bag


A paper grocery bag is a versatile prop for toddler play. It can be a lightweight, carryall container for your toddler, ideal for moving a favorite toy from place to place. It is easily transformed into a hiding place for peekaboo items—close the flap, Teddy is gone, open the flap and he appears once again. A stiff new grocery bag placed on its side becomes a goal for a ball rolling along the floor (see Hallway Bag-Ball above). Or remove the bottom of the bag with a pair of scissors and place it on its side with a bit of invisible tape and you’ve created a terrific tunnel. (Zoom a push-and-go car through the tunnel and your child will squeal with delight; roll a ball through the tunnel once and let your child take over.)





Play:


Once your child sees how to play, he’ll simply roll the balls and retrieve them from inside the bag. Both parts of the game, hitting the target and retrieving the balls, are equally enjoyable.
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13 Muffin Sorter


AGE: 1–2 YRS


CATEGORY: SOLO PLAY/BUSY-BODY PLAY


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


Just pinching items with fingers, picking them up, and putting them inside little containers is pure and exhilarating play for toddlers.


Materials:


• Assorted toddler-safe objects for sorting: Plastic Wiffle golf balls, giant pop beads, tiny colorful sock-balls (made using 1 or 2 toddler-size socks)


• Plastic or wooden toy figures or animals


• Unbreakable mixing bowl


• Muffin tin


Setup:


Place all of the objects in the plastic bowl. Put the muffin tin and bowl on the floor next to your child. The object of the game is to place the various materials inside the muffin compartments, take them out, put them in again, and perhaps to dump the contents onto the floor and watch the action as the items scatter. So simple, yet so satisfying! (If your child seems more enamored with taking things out than with arranging them in the muffin tins, start by filling each muffin compartment with objects and place the empty bowl nearby.)


14 Duckie-Dip


AGE: 2 YRS


CATEGORY: SOLO PLAY/BUSY-BODY PLAY


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


Rubber duckies from the bathtub find their way into the kitchen in this game.


Materials:


• Beach towel


• Plastic dishpan


• Ping-Pong balls (or floating tub toys, such as plastic ducks)


• Small kitchen strainer or tiny fishnet (used for fish tanks)


• Large plastic food-storage container or giant plastic mixing bowl


Setup:


Fold the beach towel in half and place it on the floor or kitchen table. Put 2 inches of water in the dishpan and place it on top of the towel. Add the floating Ping-Pong balls or tub toys to the dishpan.


Play:


Give your child the strainer to use as a net, and see how many ducks or floating plastic balls he can “catch.” The catch goes into the mixing bowl. When all the critters have been caught, the player plops them back in the water and starts all over again.


*Safety Alert: Stepping on a Ping-Pong ball can create sharp edges and points that could cause a hazard to children. Supervise so as to avoid any hazards.


[image: image]



15 Box Ball
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AGE: 1–2 YRS


CATEGORY: SOLO PLAY/BUSY-BODY PLAY


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


Question: What’s thin, flat, and lifeless and can be transformed into a ball with the squeeze of two hands? Answer: a piece of paper!


Materials:


• Medium-size cardboard box (or large plastic colander)


• Sheets of colored construction paper or copy paper


Setup:


Set up the cardboard box a few feet away from your child.


Play:


Your child crumples the colored paper into balls, tosses the balls into the cardboard box to score a basket, and dumps all the paper-balls back onto the floor to start all over again.


*Safety Alert: Best for older toddlers who won’t eat paper.


16 OUTDOOR BOX BALL


For older toddlers, create your own game of outdoor box ball for a few minutes of high-energy fun. First, work with your child to make an assortment of paper-balls; then, find an appropriate container to act as the catching basket. (A kitchen colander, child’s sand bucket, plastic sieve, or wastebasket all work well.) You hold the container, your child tosses the ball in your direction, and you chase and catch it in your container. For more paper-ball fun out in the yard, create a tossing line on the lawn with masking tape (roll out the tape, sticky side down, pressing your feet as you go to secure it). Stand back a few feet and toss the balls over the line.


[image: image]




Peekaboo with Boxes


Young toddlers love to play open-and-close and now-you-see-it-now-you-don’t games with boxes. Your sixteen-month-old son might drop a tennis ball inside a shoe box, put the lid on, and see that the ball has vanished from sight. When he opens the lid, the ball is there once again. Toddlers repeat this routine again and again and again as they play, and fascinating discoveries are being made along the way. Your child begins to realize that just because an object can’t be seen in the moment doesn’t mean it is gone forever. This bit of wisdom later gets applied to other aspects of your toddler’s life. For example, he will discover that important people (Mom, Dad, siblings, caregivers) vanish from sight for a while but reappear later. According to early childhood development specialists, a child is learning about object permanence when he plays in this way.






17 Edible Finger Paint



AGE: 1–2 YRS


CATEGORY: SOLO PLAY/BUSY-BODY PLAY


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


Here’s a way to allow your child the pleasure of smearing edible finger paint around and around, with an easy cleanup built into the play.


Materials:


• Small mixing bowl (unbreakable)


• Flour


• Water


• High chair (with plastic tray)


• Optional: tiny drop of food coloring


Setup:


In a small mixing bowl, stir a small quantity of flour and some warm water together until the substance reaches the consistency of runny pudding or baby food. Add a drop of food coloring if you want color. Allow the mixture to cool before your child plays with it.


Play:


Place your toddler in her high chair and snap the tray in place. Dump the contents of the goop on the tray and let your child finger paint to her heart’s content. (Place newspapers on the floor beneath the high chair for easy cleanup.)


Note: If your child prefers to sit at the kitchen table, you can also contain the mess by placing the edible finger paint in! the middle of a cookie sheet with sides.


18 Bake Me a Cake


AGE: 2 YRS


CATEGORY: SOLO PLAY/BUSY-BODY PLAY


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


Can you tolerate a little orchestrated mess today? If so, here’s an activity that is goopy fun for toddlers!


Materials:


• Water


• Small plastic margarine tub


• Flour or cornmeal


• Spoon


• ¼ cup size measuring cup(s)


• Toy cake pan or loaf pan


*Safety Alert: Please supervise your child carefully so that none of the ingredients creates a choking hazard. This food play activity is about mixing and stirring (the goop should not be eaten), and may not be appropriate for younger toddlers (who put everything in their mouths).




Busy-Body Play High and Low


Many of the busy-body activities in this book can be adapted for the high chair or the playpen so you can keep your child in one place for a few minutes while you work nearby. My friend Kiki calls her child’s high chair his “desk” when he wants to play “office”; at other times it is miraculously transformed into a chef’s “table” when her child wants to play “cook.” This is a splendid way to keep your child close, within eyesight, and safe.





Setup:


Put your child in her high chair. Put about ½ cup water in the plastic tub. Add several tablespoons of flour or cornmeal to make a soupy, runny mixture—the cake batter! Be prepared for some spills.


Play:


Hand your child a spoon and ask her to mix up a “cake” with these goopy ingredients. Mixing is good fun, and so is spooning the goop into the cake pan using the small measuring cup.


19 Pizza-Pizza


AGE: 2 YRS


CATEGORY: SOLO PLAY/BUSY-BODY PLAY


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


A toddler-inspired pizza pie that might or might not be eaten but is deliciously fun to make.


Materials:


• Dry, toddler-safe cereal


• Raisins (soft)


• Small plastic bowls


• Waxed paper


• Small cardboard pizza box


• ¼ cup flavored yogurt


• Flour tortilla


• Spoon


Setup:


Set up the pizza-making station at the kitchen table or by spreading a tablecloth on the floor to create a toddler-friendly work space. Put a few tablespoons of cereal and raisins, to be used as “pizza toppings,” in each of the bowls. Put a piece of waxed paper in the bottom of the pizza box. Spread about ¼ cup yogurt on the flour tortilla, put it inside the pizza box, and hand it to the “pizza chef.”


*Safety Alert: This activity is not appropriate for younger toddlers or toddlers who may choke on the ingredients.


Play:


Your toddler uses the spoon to spread the “sauce” around on the pizza a little more. Then he adds the pizza toppings one at a time. (Provide only healthy, toddler-safe “toppings” for this activity so that you don’t have to worry if your toddler eats as he plays.) When he finishes his pizza, your child may close the box and play pizza delivery next.


Note: This pizza is not intended to be cooked, but can be eaten.




How Things Work


Toddlers are all about exploring to figure out how things work. Something as simple as a cardboard box with a flap top and a doll can provide exciting discoveries for your child. She uses her hands to discover how the box changes when a flap is moved back and forth; now it’s open, and now it’s closed. Over and over again your sixteen-month-old child manipulates the lid of the box and watches what happens. Next, she puts her doll inside the box and closes it, and the doll disappears. She opens it again, and her baby doll reappears! You can almost see the gears in her mind turning. The mental notes she is making now will be revised and expanded further as she plays another day.





Why “No TV or Videos” Is Best for Your Toddler


The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends completely avoiding screen time (that means both TV and videos) for children under two years of age. I usually want to know why when I hear a rule like this, and perhaps you do too. Here are some concrete reasons why these AAP recommendations make perfect sense for toddlers:


• Toddlers are wired to be active learners who explore and experiment through play. The passive viewing encouraged by a video is quite different from the hands-on approach to which toddler brains are naturally prone.


• Toddlers want and need to develop their physical selves through movement (it’s the path to large and small muscle development). Television and video viewing is sedentary and discourages the very movement their growing bodies crave. (The AAP says that childhood obesity is clearly linked to lack of physical play and exercise.)


• Hands-on active play promotes growth for the whole child (physically, socially, emotionally, and intellectually). When toddlers play physically—with balls, blocks, and toys—they develop thinking skills too. By hauling blocks around or stacking them, for example, they begin to understand cause and effect and discover the properties of matter, shape, and size. Social skills come into active play as well; toddlers learn to get along with others and resolve conflicts as they play.


• Toddlers are wired to learn language through everyday interactions. Language acquisition relies upon having many spontaneous, back-and-forth conversations with others. Mom asks a question and toddler answers, which causes Mom to say something more. This two-way conversation is very gratifying to a toddler. He asks for more milk and he gets it. Machines project sound in your child’s direction, but even a toddler quickly learns that you can’t have a true conversation with a television. When toddlers play with parents, language blossoms.


• Toddlers practice patience and learn to tolerate frustration as they play. The boy who gets mildly upset when his three-block tower tumbles down has a chance to persevere in the face of a disappointment. He tries again and again and may eventually get the blocks to do just what he wants. This lesson of perseverance plants a seed in the toddler’s mind: Mastering something new takes time. Many videos, with their alluring special effects and fast-paced action, send quite a different message to toddlers, and educators worry that they set the stage for a shortened attention span and the expectation of instant gratification.


• Toddlers form expectations and habits through their everyday routines. When your child has the freedom to play and explore with open-ended toys that allow for many ways to play, he comes to believe that he can make things happen through his own actions. This is a powerful discovery with lifelong repercussions.



BUSY-BODY PLAY ON-THE-GO



Keeping your toddler busy in your own home is one thing; passing time happily while you are out and about, especially when there is waiting involved, is quite another. Because toddlers are so curious, they often want to run around and explore any new and exciting environment (which means that almost any outing, from a visit to the doctor to a meal at a restaurant, might be tackled with the zeal of a Martian explorer). In order to compete with the excitement of a new place, you must carry a few new and exciting playthings in the diaper bag to hold your child’s attention while you wait. (And they’ll be all the more fascinating if you reserve them for these busy-body on-the-go times.) On the other hand, there may be days (and environments) when your child will seek the comfort of a familiar, soothing activity while you wait. The best plan is to be prepared with props for both situations. Here are some portable games that may serve you well when you find yourself in the waiting mode in various settings away from home.


[image: image]




PARENT TIP


Creativity in the Examining Room


20 “When my kids were toddlers, I got into the habit of carrying crayons with me whenever we had an appointment at the pediatrician’s office. During the long waiting time in the examination room, they would draw pictures or scribble with crayons on the white paper pulled out to cover the exam table. This kept my children busy, and sometimes our doctor would even spend a few minutes drawing with them.”


—Peggy from Maryland






21 Scribble-Scrabble Notebook



AGE: 1–2 YRS


CATEGORY: SOLO PLAY/BUSY-BODY PLAY


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


Toddlers love having their very own vinyl notebook with pages to flip and a plastic crayon-filled pocket.


Materials:


• ½-thick three-ring binder with clear plastic sleeve on cover


• Notebook paper for three-ring binder


• Plastic (zip-style) pencil pouch with three holes to fit inside three-ring binder


• Toddler-size crayons


• 8½"-by-11" piece of paper with a color photo of your toddler (print this photo from your computer or take a 4"-by-6" photo to your local copy center to make a color copy on 8½"-by-l 1" paper)


Setup:


Fill the notebook with paper, put crayons in the plastic pencil pouch, and insert the 8½"-by-11" photo of your child into the clear sleeve on the front of the notebook. Keep the notebook in your tote bag for whenever boredom strikes!


Play:


This is a special notebook that should only be brought out for drawing and scribbling when you are on the go. Your child may prefer to do all her own coloring, or she may like opening the notebook so that you can draw on one page and she can draw on the other. Follow her lead.


[image: image]


22 Polka-Dot Hat to-Go


AGE: 1–2 YRS


CATEGORY: SOLO PLAY/BUSY-BODY PLAY


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


Work with your toddler to put sticky “dots”(or shapes) all over a clear sherbet tub and you’ve created a colorful hat while waiting. The finished hat is not much for grown-up eyes to look at, but it sure is cool to make!


Materials:


• Color dot stickers (available at office supply stores, or use scissors to create your own dots and shapes from the sticky parts of Post-it notes)


• Empty sherbet tub with lid


Setup:


Put the stickers inside the plastic tub, snap on the lid, and toss in your diaper bag.


Play (for toddlers 1 to 2 years old):


Remove the lid from the tub and take the stickers out. Turn the plastic tub upside down on the floor, peel off a sticker, and apply it to the surface of the tub. Quickly hand another sticker to your child and show him how to stick it on the tub. Continue to hand stickers to your child as he decorates the entire “hat.” If you run out of room on the hat, hand your child the lid and let him decorate that as well.


Play (for toddlers 2 years and older):


Your older toddler may be able to peel the stickers off the sheet of paper on his own, and that action becomes part of the play. (If your child has trouble peeling, use your fingernails to loosen just the top edge of all the stickers on the page.) Older toddlers may take time to create some sort of “design”—using all the red dots on one section and then applying all the blue dots to another.



23 Scarf Magic



AGE: 1–2 YRS


CATEGORY: SOLO PLAY/BUSY-BODY PLAY


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


Long silky scarves stuffed inside a big cup appear to grow longer and longer with every tug. It really looks like magic!


Materials:


• Scissors (for adult use only)


• Large, rigid plastic or paper beverage “to go” cup with sturdy plastic lid


• 3 or 4 long, narrow silk scarves


Setup:


Cut a big hole (the size of a silver dollar) in the lid of the large to-go cup. Tie the scarves together end to end (by knotting the corners) to create one humongous, long scarf. Stuff the giant scarf into the cup, leaving one end of the scarf on top. Put the lid on the cup and toss it in your diaper bag for the moment your toddler gets a little bit impatient or bored.


Play:


When your child is ready to play, thread the end of the first scarf through the big hole in the top of the lid. Help your toddler grab the end of the scarf and begin pulling it out of the cup. (You will need to hold the lid in place while she pulls the long scarf all the way out of the cup.) Your toddler will delight in the perception that her tugging action seems to make the scarf “grow” right before her very eyes.


24 SIMPLE MAGIC


For a simpler version, remove the cup lid and layer three or four scarves on top of one another inside so your child can search for and pull out each scarf from the cup one by one.


*Safety Alert: Supervise toddlers carefully so they do not get tangled in the scarves.


Tip: If your child has trouble finding the end of the scarf, knot one corner of each scarf before you stuff it in the cup. Then instruct her to “find the knot.” Your child may also enjoy stuffing and mashing all the scarves back into the cup which will extend the play for several extra minutes.




PARENT TIP


Mommy’s Cart


25 “My son is two and a half and loves to go grocery shopping with me—as long as he gets to push his own grocery cart through the aisles. I take his toy cart along and he proudly pushes it around the store while I push the regular cart. He’s old enough to understand the basic idea that only Mom is allowed to get items off the shelf, so I hand him any item that is small enough to handle (and unbreakable), and he puts these items in his cart. When there is a meat item or something messy, I simply say, ’This is meat for Mommy’s cart,’ and he’s perfectly content. When it’s time to check out, we head for the lane without candy, and I always let him push his cart up to the register in front of my cart. Then he hands me each item from his cart and I place it on the conveyer belt. He’s a bit slow in doing this, which works out fine, because I have time to unload one or two items from my cart in between his items and we check out pretty quickly.”


—Diana from Connecticut






26 Lunchbox Art



AGE: 1–2 YRS


CATEGORY: SOLO PLAY/BUSY-BODY PLAY


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


Waiting for the food to arrive at a restaurant is one of the more difficult waiting times for a child. But it doesn’t have to be!


Materials:


• Lunch box


• Large crayons


• Stack of plain white copy paper (rolled width-wise and secured with a rubber band) or 4"-by-6" index cards


• Roll of invisible tape


• Sheets of round, colorful stickers (available at office supply stores)


Setup:


Pack a lunch box full of simple, toddler-safe art supplies that your child can pull out during those waiting times.


Play:


Let your child scribble, draw, and sticker right at the table, and then stow it away easily when the food comes.


*Safety Alert: Supervise your toddler carefully so that she doesn’t put any of the art supplies or materials in her mouth.


27 Slot Machine
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AGE: 1–2 YRS


CATEGORY: SOLO PLAY/BUSY-BODY PLAY


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


Breathe new life into a ho-hum deck of playing cards to create this portable coffee can game.


Materials:


• Scissors and duct tape (for adult use only)


• Empty coffee can with lid


• Deck of playing cards


Setup:


Use scissors to cut a slit in the lid of the coffee can long enough so that one playing card can slip through. Use small pieces of duct tape to cover the inside rim of the can to cover any potentially sharp edges. Put the deck of cards inside the coffee can, put the lid on, and put this “toy” in your diaper bag.


Play:


Remove the deck of cards from the can and replace the lid. Hand your child one card at a time and ask him to put each card through the slot. Once all the cards are in, open the lid and let him dump them out and start all over again. He may play another round on his own.




PARENT TIP


Hold on to Your Coupons


28 “I rescued my husband’s worn-out leather wallet from the wastebasket a few months ago and created ‘money’ to put Inside It by cutting colorful coupons from the pharmacy insert in the Sunday paper. I keep this wallet in my purse for my twenty-one-month-old son, Joshua, to play with whenever we find ourselves waiting someplace. In a sit-down restaurant, I’ll pull out Josh’s wallet and he has a good time dumping all the money on the table and sorting through it. Then I help him put it in a stack and fit it back inside the wallet. It’s amazing how much amusement he’s gotten out of this old, beat-up wallet..”


—Lynn from Ohio






CLAPPING AND COUNTING GAMES



When your child is not feeling well (or even if her mood is just a bit subdued), traditional clapping and counting games might be just the ticket to pass the time in a waiting room. The rhythms are comforting, and the finger play creates a bit of added interest to hold your child’s attention.


Developmentally, your toddler will be able to hold his hands open, but he may not be able to clap on his own just yet. You can help him clap by holding his hands and gently clapping them together or by letting him hold on to your hands while you clap. The repetitive nature of the action and language of the rhymes will delight your toddler (who will ask you to repeat them again and again) and help develop his hand-eye coordination and language skills as he plays.


[image: image]


29 Pat-a-Cake


AGE: 1–2 YRS


CATEGORY: PARENT & CHILD/INDOOR


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


Patty cake, patty cake, baker’s man, (clap baby’s hands together)


Bake me a cake as fast as you can.


Roll it and pat it and mark it with a B, (move baby’s hands in a circle, clap them together, and write an imaginary B on baby’s hands)


And put it in the oven for baby and me! (put baby’s hands together, move them toward your mouth, and kiss, or pretend to nibble tops of baby’s hand.)


[image: image]


30 Two Little Blackbirds


AGE: 1–2 YRS


CATEGORY: PARENT & CHILD/INDOOR


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


Two little blackbirds (wiggle your two index fingers)


Sitting on a hill (wiggle two fingers again)


One named Jack (crook one finger)


One named Jill (crook the other finger)


Fly away, Jack! (wiggle the “Jack” finger as you move it behind your back)


Fly away, Jill! (wiggle the “Jill” finger as you move it behind your back)


Come back, Jack (bring the “Jack” finger back as you wiggle it)


Come back, Jill (bring the “Jill” finger back as you wiggle it)


Two little blackbirds (wiggle both index fingers)


Sitting on a hill (wiggle both fingers again) (REPEAT THE ENTIRE VERSE AND MOVEMENTS)



31 Peas Porridge hot



AGE: 1–2 YRS


CATEGORY: PARENT & CHILD/INDOOR


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


Clap your hands while reciting this rhyme. Clap your hands on your legs. Clap your hands on your baby’s knees. Or cross your hands to your chest between each clap.


Peas porridge hot,
Peas porridge cold,
Peas porridge in the pot
Nine days old.


Some like it hot,
Some like it cold,
Some like it in the pot
Nine days old.


My mommy likes it hot,
My daddy likes it cold,
But I like it in the pot
Nine days old.




“When you’re thirty years old, you should be able to sing a lullaby to your baby you should be able to dance at your wedding; you should be able to sing ‘Happy Birthday’ to your kids; you should be able to sing in worship services; you should be able to clap your hands in time to the beat with everybody else at the football game. And all that stuff depends on what happens in the first five years of life.”


—John Feierabend, Ph.D.


Professor of Music Education at the Hartt School at the University of Hartford, and author of the First Steps in Music series





32 Eensy Weensy Spider


AGE: 1–2 YRS


CATEGORY: PARENT & CHILD/INDOOR


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


(Also called the “Itsy Bitsy Spider”)


The eensy weensy spider


Went up the waterspout (place tip of right thumb on left forefinger; while these fingers are joined, swivel both hands so that the left thumb joins up with the right forefinger; release the bottom pair of fingers and swivel them back to the top; continue to alternate joining and releasing each pair of fingers)


Down came the rain


and washed the spider out! (hold your hands in the air and wiggle your fingers to imitate rain)


Out came the sun


and dried up all the rain (hold your arms in the air in the shape of a circle)


So the eensy weensy spider


Went up the spout again (create a brief climbing action with your fingers and thumbs)


[image: image]



33 Hickory, Dickory, Dock



AGE: 1–2 YRS


CATEGORY: PARENT & CHILD/INDOOR


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


Hickory, Dickory, Dock


The mouse ran up the clock. (use two fingers to gently “walk” up baby’s arm)


The clock struck one (kiss baby’s head)


And down he run. (use two fingers to gently walk down baby’s arm)


Hickory, Dickory, Dock! (hug and kiss baby)


34 Pitty Patty Polt


AGE: 1–2 YRS


CATEGORY: PARENT & CHILD/INDOOR


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


Pitty, patty, polt, (tap on child’s foot)


Shoe a little colt,


Here a nail, there a nail,


Pitty, patty polt. (tap on child’s foot)


35 Higglety Pigglety


AGE: 1–2 YRS


CATEGORY: PARENT & CHILD/INDOOR


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


Higglety Pigglety Pop! (clap hands)


The dog has eaten the mop.


The pig’s in a hurry, (roll arms with hands in fists)


The cat’s in a flurry,


Higglety Pigglety Pop! (clap hands)


36 One Potato, Two Potato


AGE: 1–2 YRS


CATEGORY: PARENT & CHILD/INDOOR


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


Clap while reciting this rhyme, or make a fist and knock the tops of other player’s fists on each count.


One potato, two potato,


Three potato, four;


Five potato, six potato,


Seven potato more. (repeat the entire verse and movements again)


37 One, Two, Three


AGE: 1–2 YRS


CATEGORY: PARENT & CHILD/INDOOR


NUMBER OF CHILDREN: ONE


One, two, three (tap on baby’s knee)


Tickle your knee (tickle baby’s knee)


Four, five, six (tap on baby’s tummy)


Pick up sticks (tickle baby’s tummy)


Seven, eight, nine (tap on baby’s chin)


You’re all mine! (big hug!)


Note: For more counting rhymes, see also “One, Two, Buckle My Shoe” and “This Old Man” on page 177 (in Preschool Play section).
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Spontaneous Solo Play



Toddlers are inventors and explorers, and it shows in their play. When your child grabs a new dump truck for the first time, it’s as though a little voice inside his brain calls out, “This really is something! How does it work? What can I do with it?” Then your child uses his hands and whole body to answer these questions as he plays. This is what I call “self-directed solo play.” If you join in the play, it’s usually best to let your child lead the way—though he may need just a wee bit of a demonstration to see how to manipulate a new toy or object. For example, you may pick up a small wooden mallet and pound a peg on the new pounding toy so your child gets the idea of one way to play. When all of the pegs have been pounded through, turn over the toy so your child sees the next round of pegs for pounding. In this manner, you provide a quick how-to and then let your little play-master invent his own play. Some of the play ideas in this section of the book involve classic toys like dolls, trucks, and wagons.
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“Just plain fun! Unplugged
Play will help parents give
their children the kind of
childhood that more and
more children are missing”

—Mary Pipher PhD., author of
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