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INTRODUCTION


Welcome to Baby Play & Learn. The fun and games are about to begin!

Your baby’s most rapid period of growth and development takes place between the years from birth to three. Your baby grows

• physically—by practicing both fine and gross motor skills;

• cognitively—by increasing thinking and problem-solving skills;

• verbally—by acquiring receptive and expressive communication;

• psychologically—by discovering more about self-identity;

• socially—by learning how to interact with others;

• emotionally—by mastering the expression of emotions.

At no other time, aside from prenatal development, does your baby grow, change, and learn more rapidly than during these early years. By providing a stimulating environment, you—as a parent, teacher, or caregiver—can help your baby reach his developmental potential during this critical time.

Keep the following three things in mind:

1. Your baby learns primarily through play.

2. The best plaything for your baby is you.

3. Have fun with your baby!

Since you are the best plaything for your baby, you’ve got most of the equipment right on hand—your face, your hands, and your body. All you need are a few stimulating ideas, some creative materials, and time to enjoy the fun.

Baby Play & Learn offers 160 specific games and activities for hours of developmental challenges and rewards. Each game and activity is based on the recommendations of a number of current child development experts. After much research in the area of babies’ learning and growth, authorities have found lots of ways to help kids reach their full potential—and have a good time along the way. As a child development instructor for twenty years, I know how much parents enjoy playing with their babies—all they want is more ideas for fun and games!

In this book you will find

• Recommended ages for each game and activity.

• A list of easy-to-find materials needed for each game and activity.

• Step-by-step instructions for each game and activity.

• Variations for added fun and enhanced learning.

• Safety tips to ensure your baby doesn’t get hurt while playing.

• A list of skills your baby learns through play.

Following are a few important points to keep in mind as you enjoy your time with your baby:

• Babies learn through their senses. Provide lots of stimulating materials for your baby to look at, listen to, taste, touch, and smell. Keep in mind—the best toy for your baby is one that stimulates all five senses—and that’s you!

• Babies respond to a rich environment. That doesn’t mean that you have to provide your baby with hundreds of toys. You should, however, select developmentally appropriate toys, offer your baby a variety from which to choose, and let your baby have plenty of time to play. Remember, simpler is better. The simpler the toy, the more complex the play.

• Babies learn from imitation. Babies like to do what everyone else does. You play the game first, and your baby will learn from you. Be sure to use lots of body language and facial expression while you demonstrate the game, activity, or toy. Better yet, let an older child be a role model for your baby to imitate. Babies love to play with other kids.

• Babies learn from different kinds of play. Games and activities help babies better understand their feelings, their fears, and their world. Babies like to play

— alone, so they can set the pace, solve their own problems, and make their own choices.

— with others, so they can observe other types of play, learn new ways of exploring, and become social in their play.

— quietly, with fingers, toes, books, music, finger toys, and language.

— actively, using their arms and legs to move, throw, bounce, and dance.

— make-believe, when they become monsters, doggies, mommies, daddies, superheroes, and cartoon characters. Another variation of make-believe play is when babies act out home life, daycare, preschool, hospital visits, birthday parties, holidays, or even funerals.

• Babies learn from repetition. Babies love to play games over and over and over. Start with a simple task, make it fun, then make it more challenging over time, as your baby becomes better able to process information, use his body, and interact with others. Your baby’s favorite word will soon be “Again!”

• Babies develop through experience. Although babies begin playing and learning by watching others, being onlookers won’t satisfy them for long. Your baby wants to be a doer. Get your baby involved with the environment at every opportunity. No baby is too young to take the most basic steps toward playing and learning. Let your baby try, and offer your help only when needed.

• Babies get smarter by problem solving. Set up simple skill-building tasks for your baby to solve, and increase the challenge as your baby develops. Keep the challenges easy to solve, so your baby doesn’t become frustrated and stop trying, yet challenging enough to keep your baby entertained and interested. Help your baby build small steps of success on the way to solutions.

• Babies learn through language. Talk to your baby while you play, and explain what you’re doing and why. Babies often understand more than we think, and explaining the purpose or directions of a game, activity, or toy is a good habit. Babies enjoy language games, so make language a part of your play.

• Babies proceed at their own pace. Don’t rush playtime or overwhelm your baby with too many options at a time. And don’t try to push too high a level of development if your baby isn’t ready. Observe as your baby plays to familiarize yourself with his internal pace, then be ready to add more challenges as needed.

• Babies are competent when they feel confident. Give your baby lots of praise and encouragement while you play, and set your baby up for success instead of failure. Help your baby find new ways to play, solve problems, make discoveries, and learn. And have a good time!

Most of all, your baby wants to play with you. The learning aspect of play is just a bonus. So turn the page, and let the fun with your baby begin! It’s Play Time!



BIRTH TO THREE MONTHS


Experts used to think your baby was a helpless being at birth. They said a baby couldn’t see, hear, or think. But studies have proven that your baby can see, hear, and even learn long before she’s born; your baby’s growth in the uterus is the most rapid period of your baby’s development.

The period from birth to three months is the second most rapid period of development. As soon as your baby is born, learning takes rapid leaps in all areas of development—cognitive or thinking skills, physical growth and motor control, and personality development, including emotional expression, self-awareness, and social skills. To make the most of this valuable period, begin at birth to enhance your baby’s development in all areas.

Cognition begins immediately, as your baby tries to figure out her new world and make sense of her environment. Although, on average, your baby takes in language for twelve months before she says her first word, by the time she does, she already has a fifty-word vocabulary. The wheels turn constantly as your baby rapidly improves her thinking skills. Before you know it, she’ll be solving her own problems, asking unanswerable questions, and learning how to get what she wants. This section includes lots of games for you to play with your baby to enhance cognitive development.

As your baby begins to physically develop, you’ll see changes in motor control, from the first attempts at eye/hand coordination (with uncoordinated swipes at the air), to the ability to walk, run, climb, ride, even ski! The steps are small and nearly invisible along the way, but you and your baby can practice with a variety of fun games provided in this section.

Your baby’s psychological and social skills are also making swift gains, from that first moment of eye contact, to the ability to express herself emotionally, acquire new social relationships, and understand her uniqueness. Play further develops these personality skills, helping your baby become well-balanced psychologically, socially, and emotionally.

What are you waiting for? Take advantage of every moment of these first three months. Your baby grows quickly!

 

ALL GONE!

Since your baby is new on the planet, he spends much of his time trying to figure out his environment. Help him by playing a game of All Gone!

Materials:

• Soft, colorful toys

• Box or bucket

• Blanket, towel, or cloth





	Learning Skills:

	
• Anticipation of events

• Cognitive/thinking skills

• Object permanence and stability






What to Do:

1. Collect several soft, colorful toys, and place them in a box or bucket, out of sight.

2. Seat your baby comfortably in his infant seat and sit opposite him.

3. Bring one toy out of the box and show it to your baby. Hold the toy close to your face and talk to your baby, to attract his attention.

4. While your baby is watching, cover the toy with a cloth.

5. Say to your baby, “All gone!”

6. Wait a few seconds, then uncover the toy and happily announce, “Here it is!”

7. Repeat with different toys.

Variation: After you hide the toy under a cloth several times, place the toy out of sight. Watch your baby’s reaction as he tries to figure out what happened; then bring the toy out into view again. Try various hiding places to keep your baby intrigued.

Safety: If your baby gets upset at the toy’s disappearance, hide the toy slowly to show him what you’re doing. Don’t leave the toy covered for too long.
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BABY BALL

Everybody needs exercise—even your newborn baby! Baby Ball is a fun way to get your baby’s circulation going, limber up muscles, increase flexibility, and help your baby learn to control her body movements.

Materials:

• Large ball, approximately 2 to 3 feet in diameter (available at toy, sporting goods, and teacher supply stores)

• Large section of carpeted floor





	Learning Skills:

	
• Motor control and flexibility

• Spatial relationships

• Trust






What to Do:

1. Dress your baby only in a diaper, so her body will grip the surface of the ball without slipping.

2. Set a ball in the middle of the room on a carpeted surface.

3. Sit on the floor facing the ball. Stand your baby on the opposite side of the ball, facing you. Hold her arms to balance her.

4. Roll your baby up onto the ball, carefully holding her so she doesn’t slip or fall.

5. Roll your baby around the ball, forward and backward, and side to side.

6. Experiment with the ball and try different exercises.

Variation: Deflate the ball a little. If you don’t have a ball, use a couch pillow or cushion.

Safety: Make sure you hold your baby securely at all times, so she doesn’t fall or roll off the ball. To ensure trust between you and your baby, move the ball and your baby slowly.
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BABY MASSAGE

Your baby begins to respond to touch immediately after birth. The first welcome your baby receives is the tactile comfort of your touch as you hold him. Provide your baby with a Baby Massage so he can delight in the pleasure of your soothing hands.

Materials:

• Blanket or towel

• Baby lotion





	Learning Skills:

	
• Body awareness

• Enhanced sense of touch

• Social interaction






What to Do:

1. Spread a blanket or a towel on a soft carpet.

2. Place your naked baby on the blanket, on his tummy.

3. Pour a little baby oil into your hands and rub your hands together to warm up the oil.

4. Gently massage your baby from his neck to his shoulders, down his arms to his hands, down his back to his buttocks, down his legs, and to his feet. Use a gentle touch, not too firm and not too light.

5. Turn your baby over on his back and repeat, using more oil.

Variation: Give your baby a foot or hand massage any time, while nursing, bathing, or sitting at the park; oil is not necessary.

Safety: Use a soft touch so you don’t cause any rug burns! Be sure your baby isn’t allergic to the oils or lotions you use. Avoid touching your baby’s face so the oils don’t get into your baby’s eyes.
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BUBBLE BATH

Bath time is fun for most babies, although some don’t seem to like the water. But no matter what kind of reaction you get from your baby, you can make bath time more fun by adding a few baby bubbles while you wash.

Materials:

• Soft washcloth

• Plastic baby tub

• Baby bubble bath

• Towel





	Learning Skills:

	
• Body awareness

• Language development

• Listening skills

• Sensory stimulation






What to Do:

1. Lay a washcloth on the bottom of your baby’s plastic tub to help keep your baby from sliding around.

2. Fill the tub with warm water and add a small amount of baby bubble bath solution.

3. Place your baby into the tub, holding her securely at all times to gain her trust.

4. Sit your baby up so she can safely enjoy the bubbles and splash the water if she wants.

5. Wash your baby’s body parts while singing “This Is the Way We Wash”:

This is the way we wash our face,
Wash our face, wash our face.
This is the way we wash our face,
Baby (name) and Mommy.

Continue the song with “…clean our neck,” “…rub our chest,” “…scrub our back,” “…bathe our arms,” “…soap our legs,” “…tidy our toes,” and so on.

Variation: Get into the bath with your baby and wash yourselves together. Put some toys into the tub, or use a washcloth in the shape of an animal or a puppet.

Safety: Follow these two rules to make sure your baby enjoys the bath:

• Be certain that your baby feels secure at all times—don’t let her slip or dunk under the water.

• Make sure the water is always warm—not too hot and not too cold.

 

BUZZY BEE

From birth, your baby starts to learn through his senses. This game will help your baby develop his ability to locate sound, which leads to better head control and general motor movement.

Materials:

• Soft blanket

• Your mouth

• Your finger





	Learning Skills:

	
• Head and neck control

• Location of sound and touch

• Motor movement and control

• Social interaction






What to Do:

1. Place your baby on his back on a soft blanket.

2. Sit near your baby so he can hear you clearly.

3. Make a sound imitating a buzzing bee as you move your finger close to your baby’s body.

4. After a few seconds, touch your baby with your finger and say, “Buzzy bee!”

5. Repeat, landing on different parts of your baby’s body.

Variation: Move your head to follow your finger, so your baby can track the sound. Vary the pitch of the buzzing sound, from high to low, to keep the sound interesting. Turn your baby over on his tummy and play again. This time he won’t be able to see your finger move and will have to wait for the Buzzy Bee surprise!

Safety: Touch your baby softly and don’t make the sound too loud. If your baby startles, slow down the game.
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EYE WINKER

The face is a good place to start teaching your baby about body parts. Play a game of Eye Winker to help your baby distinguish her nose from her mouth from her eyes—and teach her what each does!

Materials:

• Your baby’s face

• Your finger





	Learning Skills:

	
• Recognition of facial features

• Sensory enjoyment—touch

• Social interaction

• Understanding of body parts






What to Do:

1. Hold your baby on your lap, facing you.

2. Say or sing the following chant while touching the coordinating body parts:

Eye winker (gently touch eyelid)
Lid blinker (gently touch other eyelid)
Nose smeller (gently touch tip of nose)
Mouth eater (gently touch bottom lip)
Chin chopper (gently pull down chin)
Neck drinker (gently run finger down neck)
Tummy tickler (gently run finger down to tummy, gently tickle)

3. Repeat several times.

Variation: After you’ve played Eye Winker a few times, try a round of Chin Chopper:

Knock on the door (gently knock on your baby’s forehead)

Peep in (gently lift one of your baby’s eyelids)

Open the latch (gently press your baby’s nose up)

And walk in (gently walk two fingers on your baby’s bottom lip)

Chin chopper, chin chopper, chin chopper, chin (gently open and close your baby’s jaw)

Safety: Be sure your touch is gentle or the game won’t be pleasant for your baby!
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FINGER FACE

From birth, your baby prefers to look at a human face above all other objects. Something about the eyes, nose, and mouth attracts your baby’s attention. Finger Face is based on that fascination.

Materials:

• Knit glove

• Scissors

• Your hand

• Colorful felt-tip pens





	Learning Skills:

	
• Ability to focus

• Recognition of faces

• Social interaction






What to Do:

1. Cut the fingers off a knit glove.

2. Using felt-tip pens, draw a face in the middle of the glove’s palm. Make the eyes and mouth large, bright, and colorful.

3. Slip the glove onto your hand.

4. Hold your baby in your lap and turn the glove face toward him.

5. Now wiggle your fingers and move the face around slowly so your baby can enjoy his new Finger Face friend, who can help you sing songs, tell stories, or just chat.

Variation: Make Finger Face three dimensional. Sew or glue-gun wiggly eyes to the middle of the glove, make a mouth from red felt, and add a pom-pom nose in the center.

Safety: If your baby gets ahold of the Finger Face, he will probably put it right into his mouth, so make sure the eyes, mouth, and nose are securely attached.
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FOOTSY FUN

Your baby begins learning to control her arms and legs from the moment she is born, but reflexes and lack of coordination seem to get in the way. Work on motor control with a game of Footsy Fun.

Materials:

• Small, colorful booties

• Little bells, lightweight noisemakers, or small, soft, colorful toys

• Needle and thread

• Soft blanket

• Baby’s feet





	Learning Skills:

	
• Eye/hand and eye/foot coordination

• Motor control

• Problem solving

• Visual tracking






What to Do:

1. Buy some small booties that are especially colorful—primary (red, blue, and yellow) or rainbow colors are best.

2. Securely sew little bells, noisemakers, or small, soft, colorful toys to the tops of the booties.

3. Lay your baby on her back on a soft blanket and slip the booties onto her feet.

4. Watch your baby enjoy her new Footsy Fun playthings.

Variation: Attach noisemakers or small toys to tiny mittens instead of booties, and place them on your baby’s hands.

Safety: Be sure all items are tightly secured to the booties or mittens, and check them regularly for signs of loosening. Don’t attach any sharp objects that might hurt your baby if she tries to bring them to her mouth. Watch your baby at all times.
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GOTCHA GLOVE

Your baby likes surprises—as long as they’re fun and not frightening! You can begin playing the universally exciting game of Gotcha with this added attraction—the Gotcha Glove!

Materials:

• Soft garden glove

• Small, soft toy animals (such as Beanie Babies), about the same size as the glove

• Needle and thread

• Soft blanket or infant seat





	Learning Skills:

	
• Anticipation of events

• Emotional expression

• Social interaction

• Trust






What to Do:

1. Sew a small soft toy to the back of the glove, so the toy sits on the back of your hand when the glove is worn.

2. Place your baby on his back on a soft blanket or in an infant seat.

3. Slip on the Gotcha Glove.

4. Wiggle your fingers and move the glove around, so your baby can see the animal sitting on top.

5. Make animal noises as you move the glove, to attract your baby’s attention.

6. All of a sudden, place your gloved hand on your baby’s tummy, leg, arm, or other body part, and say, “Gotcha!” with a big smile.

7. Give that body part a little tickle or wiggle, then play again.

Variation: Make two gloves, one for each hand, for added fun. Attach strips of Velcro to the glove and to several toy animals. This way you can change the animals from time to time to keep the game interesting.

Safety: If your baby gets scared, slow down your movement and talk softly. Be sure to keep smiling as you play.
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HANDY CLAP

Developing eye/hand coordination takes time, but if you watch your baby carefully, you’ll see her beginning attempts to control those tiny hands. Fun fingerplays can help your baby work on motor skills.

Materials:

• Soft blanket or an infant seat

• Fingerplays, songs, and rhymes

• Your hands and baby’s hands





	Learning Skills:

	
• Eye/hand coordination

• Motor control

• Social interaction






What to Do:

1. Lay your baby on a soft blanket or sit her upright in her infant seat, and sit close by so she can see you.

2. Sing or chant songs and rhymes while you play with your baby’s hands and fingers. Try one of the following Handy Clap games:
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