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Introduction

As the parent or caregiver of a young child, you are an incredibly influential teacher. Toddlers are sponges—learning and growing from each game, book, and activity they’re exposed to. Yet a lack of “playtime,” a cutback on recess, and too much television are hindering children’s development. The American Academy of Pediatrics strongly urges parents to limit children under two from watching television or using the computer. So how do you entertain a toddler all day? With creative activities!

Toddlers are naturally creative. They imagine blankets are tents and their fingers are puppets. Plus, encouraging this kind of creativity is a great way to help kids understand reality. Paul Harris, a developmental psychologist says, “The imagination is absolutely vital for contemplating reality, not just those things we take to be mere fantasy.” According to the Wall Street Journal, more experts are studying the effects of imagination in children in the hopes that understanding how children’s cognition typically develops will also help scientists better understand developmental delays and conditions such as autism.

The importance of creativity has taken center stage lately. In a 2010 IBM poll of CEOs worldwide, creativity was identified as the single most important leadership trait for success. Even though your toddler is decades away from being a CEO, he or she can still build a foundation for a lifetime of creative success with the activities in this book.

Fantasy play and make-believe will help your child in many ways beyond the boardroom, too. Pretend play is a safe way for children to express their feelings and try out new roles. Through make-believe, your child can learn to understand and convey strong feelings such as fear or anger. Make-believe also helps develop the ability to think symbolically, and that is essential to learning math and language.

As she chatters with her dolls or stuffed animals at a tea party, or he commands his toy cars to avoid (or maybe create) an accident, your toddler is strengthening his or her expressive language skills (the words the child speaks or signs). These skills will translate into school success and the ability to develop relationships.

Although the arts have received less attention in the public schools recently, research continues to support the importance of drama, music, and art. Individuals with greater self-expression are more able to think divergently and become creative problem solvers.

How to Use This Book

The activities in this book require little advance planning and few (if any) materials. And it does not matter where your child is developmentally; you will find ideas to meet her needs. The appendix is a useful guide, especially if you are seeking activities to promote a specific skill.

This book is designed to make it easy for you to find just the right activity for your child. Each activity includes a suggested age group and a time estimate. Activities are easy to follow, with a clear list of materials needed and step-by-step directions.

Activities that may pose any safety concern include a warning and/or suggestions for keeping your child safe. Some activities do use small items or potential choking hazards, such as Styrofoam and balloons. All activities in this book should be done under the direct and constant supervision of an adult. Carefully use your best judgment in selecting safe activities for your child.





Chapter 1 
Toddlers 101


What Are Toddlers Like?

Toddlerhood, which encompasses the ages of eighteen months to three years, is an exciting period of your child’s development. You have most likely noticed that she’s growing rapidly and quickly acquiring many new skills and abilities. It may seem to you that just yesterday she was an infant, very passive and dependent on you. Now you can see that she is on the threshold of becoming a full-fledged individual.

Your toddler is truly caught in a time of transition. She is just starting to develop her own sense of self. At first, her only knowledge of her identity was that she was united with you. During the first few months of her life, she developed an attachment to you (and you with her). Her first relationship was with you. Now, however, she is slowly starting to see herself as a separate person, and soon she will develop new relationships.


Togetherness This time of becoming an individual includes separation and can be difficult for toddlers. However, when she knows that she can rely on you for love, comfort, and reassurance, she will be emboldened to take those first tentative steps away from you. In the meantime, you can assume you’ll be doing all of the activities in this book side by side!



Separation Anxiety

Many toddlers begin to experience some feelings of separation anxiety anywhere from the eighth to twenty-fourth month. If your child is experiencing separation anxiety, she may become clingy and resistant to any separation. She may throw a temper tantrum and exhibit fear and anxiety around other people, even those who are familiar.

You may not be able to prevent your child from experiencing separation anxiety, but the way you respond can make things easier for all:


[image: ] Be sympathetic.

[image: ] Continue to be available to your child for comfort and reassurance.

[image: ] Whenever possible, avoid forcing her into situations that will be difficult.



When your child feels safe and secure, she will outgrow separation anxiety.

Emotional Volatility

As your toddler develops, she acquires many new skills. Along with physical and cognitive development, she is also maturing emotionally. You may find that your toddler’s emotions are very close to the surface. Like flipping a light switch, she may go from happy and calm to fussy and agitated. At this age, she is likely to be easily overwhelmed and frustrated. Your calm, patient demeanor will be beneficial as you help her cope with and appropriately express her emotions.

Desire for Independence

You have probably noticed your toddler beginning to show a desire for independence. No longer completely dependent on you, she may even resist you during care-giving routines. She may start to insist, “Me do it,” or “Let me try.” Your child is developing autonomy. It is important that you give her opportunities to have some independence and to be sure to recognize both her efforts and her accomplishments. Many of the activities in this book will help you do just that.

Desire for Power

Along with this new desire for independence comes the wish for some degree of control and power. Your toddler is starting to learn that she can influence both the events and the people around her. Feeling a sense of autonomy and power is an important emotional milestone. Engaging her in activities that promote creativity and role-playing is a good way to show your child how to accept and manage these new emotions. Children who are restricted in this area can become doubtful of their abilities and may be reluctant to try things or act independently later on.

In an effort to assert this desire for autonomy and control, some toddlers may become defiant. They start to challenge limits and say “No!” to your requests. If you recognize that these behaviors are not made out of spite, you will be better able to manage them with patience and humor.

Limitations

Keep in mind that although your toddler is acquiring many new skills, she still has many limitations. She is quite egocentric, meaning that she has difficulty understanding the world from the perspective of other people. This makes sharing and empathetic behavior a challenge. She’ll acquire these skills as she grows. Children repeat the behavior they see in you, so model sharing for her and practice empathy with dolls or stuffed animals.

Your toddler also has a long way to go in developing language skills. The second and third years of life are the times of the most rapid language growth. Some of the activities in this book take into account that some toddlers are still nonverbal, and will actually help to promote your child’s language development.

How a Toddler Learns

Young children are naturally inquisitive and creative. It may seem to you that your toddler is compelled to explore and touch everything he can. His horizons are broadening daily, and there is much for him to discover. With so much that is still so very new, there will be no other time in his life that he will be this eager to learn. Capitalize on this enthusiasm, and nurture this inquisitiveness through both your attitude and the activities that you plan.

Sensorimotor Exploration

Young children learn best through direct sensory and movement experiences. If you wanted to teach your toddler about camels, you could try a few different teaching techniques. To your child, the information that a camel is a quadrupedal mammal that mainly resides in desert regions of Africa is meaningless. Nor is showing him a photo of a camel a very effective way to develop an understanding of what a camel is. Instead, you must engage your child in a quest to learn about camels. The best strategy would be to take him to the zoo, where he has the opportunity to see, hear, and touch an actual camel.


Should I Use Flashcards? Flashcards were once a very popular way to teach young children. Sometimes you will still see television demonstrations of “baby geniuses” who, with the help of flashcards, can name the state capitals or identify photographs of past presidents. You should know that these children have been drilled with memorization exercises and do not have a true understanding of the facts they are reciting. Instead, find creative and interactive ways to learn about subjects your child likes.



According to psychologist Jean Piaget, toddlers are in the sensorimotor stage of development. During this stage, a toddler learns best through direct, hands-on, concrete experiences. The capacity to learn through pictures, symbols, and abstractions does not develop until a child is six or seven years old. This is the reason that you will not find any worksheet-based activities in this book. Instead, each activity is geared to take advantage of the way toddlers learn best—by playing, by touching, and by having fun!

Other Ways to Learn

Your toddler learns in three main ways: through direct instruction, through imitation, and through sensorimotor exploration. Through demonstration and verbal directives, for instance, you can help your child learn basic skills, such as how to brush his teeth. You are a powerful role model for your child, and your actions speak louder than words. Some behaviors and skills, therefore, your child will learn by imitating you.

The most effective mode of learning, however, is through trial and error in sensorimotor exploration. Lessons that are relevant and that engage your child as an active participant will have the greatest impact.

How Creative Activities Help Your Child

You will not find any traditional, academic, rote-learning exercises in this book. But don’t worry—neither you nor your child will miss them. Just about every activity described here is aimed to help your child develop in at least one critical area, and all of them are simply fun!

Play and imagination are the “schoolwork” of young children. Through play activities, your child is exploring and discovering. Play is the most effective and powerful way for young children to learn. Some scientists have found evidence that play can sculpt the brain and build denser webs of neural connections. When children play, they literally exercise their brain cells and make them expand and grow—a physical development that happens as your child learns.

Play activities engage your child and help her develop many skills, including vocabulary, problem solving, reading preparation, math comprehension, social skills, and more! The more creative and imaginative the play, the more your child will like it.


Is All Play Created the Same?

No. Although structured recreational activities and games do have value, the best activities are open-ended. Allow time for your child to choose and create her own play scenarios. She will benefit the most when she has the opportunity to explore the themes and ideas that are most important and relevant to her.



There are many different types of play activities, and each type addresses certain skills and promotes development. Here are just a few examples:


[image: ] Cooking: Develops math skills (counting and measuring), nutrition, and science concepts (prediction, cause and effect).

[image: ] Art: Develops creativity, emotional expression, symbolic representation, fine motor skills, large motor skills, cooperation, and spatial concepts.

[image: ] Pretend play: Develops social skills (cooperation, turn-taking, and sharing), language and vocabulary, imagination, and emotional expression.

[image: ] Puzzles: Develops problem-solving skills, abstract reasoning, shape recognition, and spatial concepts.

[image: ] Block building: Develops a foundation for more advanced science comprehension including gravity, stability, weight, and balance.



Choosing Appropriate Activities

Not every activity designed for toddlers will be right for your child. This is true for the activities in this book as well. You may find activities that are appropriate now and then come back later, as your child develops, to find other activities that are worthwhile. How do you choose appropriate activities for your child?


[image: ] Start with your child’s interests and follow his lead. If he seems to enjoy spending time watching ants on the back porch, you may want to consider planning some activities about insect lore. If your child is afraid of clowns, avoid circus-related activities.

[image: ] Let your child’s interest dictate how long an activity lasts and when to repeat it.

[image: ] Use your personal knowledge of your child’s unique abilities to determine whether an activity is appropriate. If an activity is too complex, he may become frustrated. On the other hand, activities that are too simple may bore him.

[image: ] Although you want to choose activities that reflect your child’s skill level, you don’t have to worry about always keeping things easy. On occasion, go ahead and try an activity that poses some sort of challenge for your child. This doesn’t mean something so difficult that he becomes confused or frustrated. Just keep an eye out for activities that allow your child to try something new, with your encouragement and guidance.




Age Ranges Are Only Guidelines

You want to choose activities that are a good match for your child’s skills and abilities. Each activity in this book includes a recommended age range meant to serve as a general guideline. Some of the activities in this book are meant to engage young toddlers (beginning at eighteen months of age). Many other ideas presented here will still be enjoyable for children as old as four and five.



Top Ten Materials to Have on Hand 
for Toddler Activities

You’ll find that some materials appear again and again in these activities. Here’s a list of some of the most common:

1. Crayons: Remove the labels from crayons if necessary. For some younger children, fatter crayons work best.

2. Construction paper: Construction paper is very versatile. Be sure to keep a wide variety of colors on hand.

3. Poster board: Use poster board when you need a stronger, more durable paper.

4. White craft glue: You can also use rubber cement or school paste for most projects. Choose what works best for you and your child.

5. Old magazines: Old magazines are a wonderful source for collage and activity pictures. Nature, parenting, and home-living magazines are the best for this.

6. Scissors: In addition to adult scissors for you, purchase a pair of safety scissors for your child. If you wish, you can also find beginners’ guiding scissors and fancy-edged scissors at school supply stores.

7. Felt-tip markers: Markers are useful for adding small details to projects. Some manufacturers even make washable markers.

8. Food coloring: This is handy for coloring homemade dough and various other craft materials. Please note: It does stain.

9. Recycled household materials: You can reuse materials such as egg cartons, yarn scraps, toilet paper tubes, and boxes for many activities.

10. Nontoxic tempera paint: Tempera paint is an easy paint for your child to work with. It has a nice, smooth texture and comes in many colors.

General Guidelines

There are ways for you to ensure that an activity is a fun and valuable experience for your toddler.

Keep It Short

Most toddlers have a very short attention span. He is too young to focus on an activity for any length of time and is apt to be easily sidetracked—especially from quiet activities or those that require him to remain passive, such as storytelling. Most activities presented here can be done in less than twenty or thirty minutes. If you want to plan a solid half-hour of activity time for your child, it is a good idea to set up two or three short activities rather than one longer one.

Be flexible and respond to your child. If you notice that he is losing interest in an activity, try to modify it to recapture his interest or simply move on to something else.

Guide Your Child

Toddlers like to feel competent, and that means they want to do things for themselves. This does not mean that you should set up an activity for your toddler and walk away. You need to be available to encourage and guide your child through all stages of each activity.

Although you do not want to “do” the activity for your child, it is acceptable to intervene if your child is having difficulty or showing signs of frustration. Gently make suggestions or ask questions to guide your child along. For example, if your child is having a hard time with a puzzle, you might say, “Why not try the blue piece?” or “What other piece could you try?” With your guidance, your child will be able to master many new skills.

Reduce Waiting

Waiting is especially difficult for the young child who does not clearly grasp time concepts. You cannot expect your toddler to be patient for long.

Avoid activities that call for children to be eliminated. (A game like musical chairs is an example.) Once the child is out, he is left, often frustrated and angry, to entertain himself.


Plan Ahead You can also avoid problems caused by waiting by preparing an activity in advance whenever possible. If there are props to be set up or game pieces to be cut, take care of that before you call your child over for the activity. That way your child can start playing right away.



Make Sure Your Child Is Involved!

The most valuable and fun activities are those that actively involve your toddler. Avoid activities that require your child to just sit back and watch. You can adapt most activities to enhance your child’s involvement depending on his interest and skill level. For example, when an activity requires cutting out pictures, you can let your older toddler help you. Or you might let him stir the batter in a cooking activity or help set up the boundaries for a game.

Keep Activities Open-Ended

Whenever possible, look for activities that encourage your child to make choices. For example, the main goal of art experiences for young children is to promote creativity and emotional expression. There is very little value in having your child follow a rigid pattern to create something that looks just like the thing you or anyone else could make. Instead, encourage him to make what he wants and then tell you what he made. You’ll see his interests and creativity shine through.

In the world of childhood art, boats may look like bananas, cats may have three eyes, and the sky can be orange. In the world of childhood games, someone may be “it” twice in a row, and it is okay to pin the tail on the donkey’s head. When rigid rules and restrictions are lifted, the real fun begins!





Chapter 2 
Activities for Morning, Noon, and Night


Morningtime Activities

If morningtime is a challenge in your family—trying to get children fed, dressed, and out the door—try some of these activities to help your child ease into the day with a positive outlook. Follow your child’s lead; if she is not a “morning person,” she will not enjoy too much stimulation early in the day.

Tiptoe

Young children will enjoy the overexaggerated sense of suspense as they pretend.


Activity for an individual child or a group

AGE GROUP: 18–40 months

DURATION OF ACTIVITY: 5 minutes



1. Encourage your children to creep or tiptoe throughout the house as they get ready for the day.

2. Try having them whisper or add to the excitement by pretending not to wake a sleeping giant or family member.

Felt Board Dress-Up

This activity gives your child a chance to use her creative fashion sense. It may also help alleviate the sometimes painful process of choosing clothing for the day. You can also try using this felt board at night, talking about the next day’s weather and selecting what to wear in the morning.


Activity for an individual child

AGE GROUP: 18–40 months

DURATION OF ACTIVITY: 5 minutes

YOU WILL NEED:


	Felt board or large piece of cardboard

	Extra felt for making clothes





1. Get a felt board or simply glue some felt to a large piece of cardboard.

2. Attach cut-out shapes of children and provide the child with felt “clothing choices” to dress the figure. You can offer just a few options, or go all out—make party clothes, seasonal choices, and so on.

3. Encourage the child to create complete outfits, and talk about what the felt “child” might be doing that day.

Bend and Stretch

Here is a cute way to get your toddler up and moving in the morning. By reaching for imaginary objects, your child will be using his imagination, too.


Activity for an individual child

AGE GROUP: 18–40 months

DURATION OF ACTIVITY: 5 minutes



1. Teach your child this simple rhyme and the motions that correspond with it.

BEND AND STRETCH 
REACH FOR THE SKY 
STAND ON TIPPY TOES OH SO HIGH

BEND AND STRETCH 
REACH FOR THE STARS 
WAVE YOUR ARMS 
BOTH NEAR AND SO FAR

3. Ask your child to fantasize about other things he could be reaching for.

Mealtime and Cooking Activities

Mealtimes can be a great way to interact with your toddler, have fun pretending, and make her feel involved. When you include your child in mealtime activities and preparation, she also is more likely to eat the food that you’re serving. Additionally, cooking activities will help her learn about nutrition as well as science and math concepts such as fractions, measurement, evaporation, and more.

DIY Placemat

Your child will enjoy creating her own placemat that she can use at every mealtime. She may want to make one for each person in your family.


Activity for an individual child or a group

AGE GROUP: 18–40 months

DURATION OF ACTIVITY: 15 minutes

YOU WILL NEED:


	12" × 14" sheet of poster board

	Crayons or markers

	Clear contact paper





1. Have your child decorate both sides of the poster board. Follow her lead to see where her creativity leads her—does she wants one side for breakfast and one side for dinner? One placemat for weekdays and one for weekends?

2. Use clear contact paper to laminate her creation.

Peanut Butter Playdough

You know your child is going to put Playdough in his mouth anyway, so you might as well make it taste good! Please note that honey is not safe for children under the age of one.


Variable Yield

Activity for an individual child or a group

AGE GROUP: 18–40 months

DURATION OF ACTIVITY: 10 minutes

YOU WILL NEED:


	1 part peanut butter

	1 part nonfat powdered milk

	1 teaspoon honey (optional)





1. Mix all ingredients together.

2. Decide on a theme for what you’ll make with the dough. Zoo animals? Pretend food? Vehicles? Jewelry?

Rainbow Toast

This is fun to make and fun to eat!


Activity for an individual child or a group

AGE GROUP: 30–40 months

DURATION OF ACTIVITY: 10 minutes

YOU WILL NEED:


	½ cup milk

	Food coloring

	Cotton swabs

	2 slices white bread





1. Divide the milk into 4 or more portions in small containers. An empty Styrofoam egg carton works well.

2. Help your child place a few drops of food coloring in each milk portion to create the colors she desires.

3. Have her use the cotton swabs as paintbrushes to paint colorful milk designs on the bread. Be sure they don’t get too soggy.

4. Toast the bread under a broiler.

Mini Pizzas

Pizza may very well be the most popular food among children. Here is a way to involve your child in mealtimes and spark his creativity, too.


Activity for an individual child or a group

AGE GROUP: 30–40 months

DURATION OF ACTIVITY: 20 minutes

YOU WILL NEED:


	1 canned biscuit

	1 tablespoon tomato sauce

	1 teaspoon grated mozzarella cheese

	Toppings as desired: pepperoni slices, onion rings, green pepper slices, etc.





1. Help your toddler pat the biscuit dough out into a circle, then help him spread on the sauce and cheese.

2. Let your child choose and arrange the toppings for his pizza. One idea is to use to pepperoni slices and a green pepper slice to make a smiley face.

3. Bake the pizza in a toaster oven or under the broiler until the cheese melts.

Playdough

This recipe produces a wonderful modeling dough that does not harden.


Make 1½ cups

AGE GROUP: 18–40 months

DURATION OF ACTIVITY: 10 minutes

YOU WILL NEED:


	½ cup salt

	1 cup flour

	1 cup water

	1 tablespoon cooking oil

	1 tablespoon cream of tartar

	Food coloring





1. Mix all ingredients together and cook in a saucepan over a low heat.

2. Remove from the heat when the mixture starts to clump to resemble mashed potatoes.

3. While the mixture is cooling, knead in a few drops of food coloring. Store in airtight containers.

Transition Times

A chunk of every toddler’s day is taken up by transition times—going from one routine to another. Though you may not think twice about them, they’re common triggers for tantrums and misbehavior. These simple activities will help you keep your child motivated to move on to the next routine. Cleanup and chore times will also go more smoothly with these ideas that promote your child’s imagination.

This Is the Way

Just about any activity or routine is more fun when you are singing.


Activity for an individual child

AGE GROUP: 18–40 months

DURATION OF ACTIVITY: 5 minutes



1. Make up different verses to the tune of “Pop! Goes the Weasel.” Here’s an example:

THIS IS THE WAY WE PUT ON OUR SHOES 
PUT ON OUR SHOES, PUT ON OUR SHOES 
THIS IS THE WAY WE PUT ON OUR SHOES, 
SO EARLY IN THE MORNING.

2. Other potential verses might involve how to wash our face, wait for the bus, climb into bed, and so on. You can change the time of day as appropriate—to “late in the evening,” for example.

Cleanup Is Fun!

It’s true; most kids do not think cleanup is fun. Try these games to change his opinion!


Activity for an individual child

AGE GROUP: 30–40 months

DURATION OF ACTIVITY: 15 minutes



1. Explain to your child that all of his toys have homes, or special places where they belong. Then explain that he needs to make sure none of his toys get lost and must help each one find its home again. (It is helpful to have special places designated for your child’s belongings. You may want to label shelves and cubbies with pictures to help your child match what belongs there.)

2. Option #1: Encourage your child to imagine the toys are going to sleep or back to their homes. Create a story about how the toys went on a safari adventure or into outer space.

3. Option #2: Guide your child by having him pick up items by category. For example, you might say, “Let’s pick up all the red blocks first.”

4. Option #3: Set a timer and have him try to speed-clean to beat the clock.

Helping Around the House

The toddler years are an in-between time in terms of development. Your child is no longer a baby, but she is not yet fully a big child, either. You will see your child’s interest in, and possibly her insistence on, becoming a big girl. “Me do” or “Let me” may be a common request from her. You can give your toddler a chance to feel competent by enlisting her help with your chores. Toddlers love to imitate, and yours can learn new skills while bonding with you—and getting the house clean!

Washing Fun

Most toddlers enjoy water play, so they will truly love feeling as if they are helping you wash.


Activity for an individual child

AGE GROUP: 18–40 months

DURATION OF ACTIVITY: 15 minutes



1. The next time you are washing dishes or other items, set up a small bin with some soapy water.

2. Give your toddler a clean sponge, and let him wash his toys. Alternatively, let your child join you in hosing off the patio or even washing the car!

Pint-Sized Cleaning Tools

Your child’s interest in imitation, pretending, and interaction with you may be all the motivation he needs to help out with the chores—especially if he has his own tools!


Activity for an individual child

AGE GROUP: 18–40 months

DURATION OF ACTIVITY: 20 minutes



1. Create a cleaning toolkit for your child. It can include a range of items: a small broom, mop, dust rag, pretend spray bottle, vacuum, and so on. To liven up the process, try cleaning certain kinds of items first, or racing against a clock, or imagining who could have made the mess in the first place.

Bathtime Activities

For some children, bathtime is very soothing and calm. For others, it’s stressful, marked by battles and tantrums. It is not uncommon for children to resist the need to take a bath. Because of their vivid imagination, young toddlers often worry that they can slip down the drain. You can help make this a better experience with a very simple first step and just ensure that the water is a comfortable temperature. You will also find it helpful if you avoid rushing this routine and take the time to make things fun with these activities. To ensure the safety of your toddler at bathtime, eliminate all distractions and watch him closely.

Soap Crayons

This activity gives an opportunity for creative expression. Your child can use these crayons to draw on the tile or on herself!


Activity for an individual child

Makes 12 crayons

AGE GROUP: 18–40 months

DURATION OF ACTIVITY: 15 minutes to make and 2 days to set

YOU WILL NEED:


	1 cup soap flakes or powder

	3 tablespoons of water

	Washable tempera paint

	Ice cube trays or small paper cups (for molds)
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