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Introduction




“Play is often talked about as if it were a relief from serious learning. But for children play is serious learning. Play is really the work of childhood.”


—FRED ROGERS





Play is powerful. Through open-ended play, children learn to investigate and explore. They develop imagination and creativity. They learn to problem solve. In today’s world, you are more likely to see a child poking at the screen of an iPad than poking a stick in a puddle of muddy water—and something important is lost there. Though educational games and TV shows have their merits, too much technology can be detrimental to a child’s development. Children learn so much through activities that use their senses and move their bodies. Because technology does not involve the use of several senses and rarely involves full body movement, it limits learning. In most electronic games or shows, there is a specific path the writers want a child to follow and a set outcome for the story being told. A puddle of muddy water, however, provides an endless number of ways to play. It is a vast blank stage ready for a child to act out a story, create a work of art, or begin a scientific investigation. Whenever you are engaged in open-ended play you have a chance to discover something new and to play in a completely different way. Open-ended play plants the seeds of creativity. It fosters innovation and allows children to do what they do best: question, explore, and imagine.


If you are new to the idea of open-ended play, this book will provide plenty of guidance to get you started. If you are experienced, the book will expand the number of play recipes and activities at your disposal. Whether you are a parent, a grandparent, an educator, or a caregiver, this book has plenty of ideas applicable to any setting. The activities included here are the most popular, best loved, and easiest to prepare activities in my repertoire. You can move through the book in order or pick and choose the activities that appeal to you most. Each activity is laid out so that the simplest version is the one offered in the step-by-step directions. It’s always great to start there, especially if it is a recipe/activity that is new to you. In the section following the simplest version of the recipe, you’ll find several ideas for variations—so within each recipe for a slime, dough, or simple sensory play, there are actually several activity ideas. As you explore with your children, they will develop favorites that can be repeated and varied time and time again.




“There is no way to be a perfect parent. So just be a real one.”


—SUE ATKINS





I am by no means a perfect parent! Though we limit technology, it’s not as if my children have never seen TV or played on an iPad. Raising kids is hard and there’s illness (theirs and yours), household tasks, and a multitude of other things that come up on any given day that need to be addressed. If you are a parent, you may work full-time and only be able to set up activities on the weekends. It’s not necessary to spend every waking hour of every day engaged in open-ended play. In our family, some days we do play all day, but other days are lost to more mundane tasks. We do, however, focus on open-ended play and make it a priority in our house. I find that this is enough to foster creativity in our children.




“I’m often asked by parents what advice can I give them to help get kids interested in science? And I have only one bit of advice. Get out of their way. Kids are born curious. Period. I don’t care about your economic background. I don’t care what town you’re born in, what city, what country. . . . So you get out of their way. And you know what you do? You put things in their midst that help them explore. Help ’em explore.”


—NEIL DEGRASSE TYSON





The arts often first come to mind when creativity is mentioned. However, it is a trait that is vital to nearly every profession and field of study. My husband has a PhD in mathematics—a degree that required creative problem solving. I have my undergraduate degree in biology and chemistry; the very basis of science is asking questions and working inventively to answer them. After completing my master’s in education, I became a middle and high school science teacher. When we had our first child, I decided to stay home full time with our daughter. I started creating activities for her when she was 10 months old; there was something I wanted to offer her beyond what the typical toys from a store could provide. As she grew and I could see her creativity and imagination blossom as a result of our activities, I became even more invested in open-ended play. When her brother was born three years later, I focused on creating activities that would engage children of multiple ages at once. Around that time my friends talked me into starting a blog to share our various activities. I started Fun at Home with Kids in February of 2013, and it has grown more rapidly than I could ever have imagined! Fundamental to both the blog and this book is my belief in play for everyone; to that end, I have developed many safe recipes for play—taste-safe and allergen-free—so that all children, even children with special needs or food allergies, are able to participate. Where applicable, you will find allergen-free codes under the headings for our play recipes. I have also carefully selected materials that are low cost and are often reusable, and have included tips for those of you on tight budgets at the beginning of each main chapter.


I hope that within the pages of this book you find countless hours of creative, active, and engaging entertainment for your entire family!




CHAPTER 1
How to Use This Book



HOW DO I GET STARTED?


If you’ve never tried anything like the activities in this book with your kids, the hardest part is getting started. I know activity books can seem overwhelming—there are so many choices and perhaps you don’t have all the materials yet. So my challenge to you is to just try one thing. Everyone has water, so go check out Chapter 6: Simple Sensory Activities, and take a look at my water play activities. If you have a baby who is sitting up, you might want to set up my Baby Water Play; if you have an older child, you may want to set up the Water Transfer Challenge; if you have multiple children, you may want to try Colored Water Play. Just choose one and give it a go. Right now, if you can!


Once you’ve got that under your belt, I recommend moving on to my abbreviated supply list. You should be able to find everything (or nearly everything) in a local superstore such as Target or Walmart. With the following fifteen items, you will be able to complete over fifty of the activities in this book. As you play more and more and decide to branch out, you can find a complete list of needed supplies at the beginning of each activity and a more detailed explanation of where to find the nonfood and specialty items* in Appendix B. But for now, let’s get you started gradually.




	Cornstarch


	Shaving cream


	Flour


	Cotton balls


	Cornmeal


	Vegetable oil


	Food coloring or liquid watercolors*


	Craft foam sheets in multiple colors*


	Dish soap


	Baking soda


	Vinegar


	Salt


	Gelatin


	Rice


	Contact paper





After securing these supplies, I recommend mapping out the week. Pick a day (a Saturday or Sunday usually works well) and sit down and plan out one activity for each day of that week. Just make a note somewhere of what you plan to do. Then each day move through a new activity. As you make your way through the book and activities here, you and your children will develop favorites and you will find that you need to plan less and less, as they will just ask for the specific activities they have in mind. If you take it one step at a time, it will all become very easy. But for now, the most important thing is to take that first step—so go grab some water!


First Sensory Experiences


By the time your baby is several weeks old, you may be wondering how to introduce some simple sensory experiences during his or her awake periods. In my experience, most of the baby-friendly activities in this book are best for babies who are able to sit up and open and close their hands around an object. But that’s not to say that younger babies can’t still engage in some fun sensory play.


Keep in mind that babies should never be left unsupervised in any of the activities mentioned—always pay close attention to your child during playtime.


One of my favorite sensory activities with little babies uses a thin scarf. Ideally, the scarf can float lightly and brush against them. You can use it to play peekaboo or lay your baby on her back while you make the scarf “dance” above her. You can also use it to lightly brush her from head to toe. Both of my kids were huge fans of their baby scarves, which we got from Sarah’s Silks.


Once they are a few months old, most babies are able to focus on and enjoy bubbles. Our favorite bubbles (Gymboree’s Bubble Ooodles) don’t pop right away and lead to even more investigation. Babies can practice their visual tracking skills watching those mysterious bubbles float by—and if one happens to pass closely by, they can practice their hand-eye coordination and try to catch one! Bubbles are also a fun way to incorporate older siblings into an activity with the baby. If they are old enough, they can blow the bubbles for the baby; if they’re not, they will enjoy catching and popping the bubbles for their new sibling.


An unusual favorite around here was a Slinky. This was one of my son’s absolute favorite toys when he was small. I would string the Slinky between me and his baby chair and strum it. He was endlessly fascinated by the undulating movement; by the time he was several months old, he would strum it himself and observe the effects.


Texture play is a great thing to introduce to young babies who are just figuring out how to use their senses. When your baby is at such a young age, you may need to open her hand for her and help her touch whatever it is you are offering. Just about any texture will work, so try different types of clothing, scraps of fabric, or varied items from around the house. If your baby has an older sibling, he can help you go on a texture scavenger hunt to find the supplies!
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One of the all-time favorites—for all ages, actually—is a ball pit. We set ours up in an inflatable kiddie pool, but if you’d like a smaller version, you could set it up in a laundry basket or even a cardboard box. Babies enjoy the different sensations of the large play balls on various parts of their body (this helps them with their developing body awareness), and play balls are a large target for babies beginning to practice their hand-eye coordination.


Most babies have a fairly short attention span, but enjoy repeating activities often. Expect around five to ten minutes of attention for any of the previous activities in one sitting, though every once in a while he or she might surprise you by really getting involved!
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To Taste or Not To Taste
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One of the first ways babies learn about their environment is by “feeling” things with their mouths. When they are born, their mouths are where they get the most sensory input, so just about anything and everything eventually makes its way there. Tasting or mouthing items often extends into the toddler months, and for some children with special needs, it may be a long-term trait. Because of this, several of my recipes are “taste-safe.” My goal with these is to allow children who are still mouthing to be able to play with sensory materials, but all of my taste-safe recipes are designed to be unpalatable (they are unflavored, gritty, and/or bitter to taste). My hope is that these taste-safe recipes offer a safe way to explore, but don’t further encourage children to mouth or eat sensory materials.


Keep in mind that not all recipes and sensory materials in this book are taste-safe. Taste-safe recipes are noted with an icon. If a recipe does not have a taste-safe icon, it is only for children who understand not to taste the materials or put their hands in their mouths as they play. Always pay close attention to your child while playing with these recipes that are not taste-safe.


A common question I get about babies and young toddlers is whether or not you should allow them to freely taste as they explore. In our family—especially the second time around, given that our little guy had an older sibling who had toys with chokable parts—we wanted our baby to learn that while his toys and food were fine to mouth, other items were meant to explore with hands but not mouths. In addition to helping him learn how to integrate sensory information and learn about his world, we used sensory play as a chance for him to learn about things that were intended to be “not in the mouth.” Because exploring with their mouths is what comes naturally to babies, it is always their default. You will need to teach them how to explore in other ways. In the beginning, I would sit him in my lap so that I could easily stop him from putting the sensory materials or paint in his mouth. I would gently take his hands from his mouth and remind him “Not in the mouth” and show him another fun way to play, like dumping, “booming” the container like a drum, squeezing, “swishing” his hands through, or dipping his toes in. Through these redirections, which I needed to repeat several times over several weeks and months, he began to grow his repertoire of ways to interact with sensory materials. By the time he was 10 months old, he was so used to playing with his hands and feet that he would rarely even think to taste the material. By the time he was 14 months old, he stopped mouthing things altogether. My daughter learned more quickly and was no longer mouthing at all by 10 months. Every child is different.


It did take time for my son to learn. In the beginning he’d spend five or so minutes playing before becoming frustrated that he couldn’t constantly mouth the thing we were playing with—at which point I would move him to a place nearby with baby toys that he could mouth. As he got a bit older, I would remind him that these toys I’d just handed him were for mouthing, but if he wanted to rejoin us he could. At around 9 to 10 months, he would often chew on a teething toy for a few minutes while watching his sister play and decide to come back and play with hands only. An important point here is that he was not “in trouble” for putting things in his mouth. The reminders were gentle and I tried to be empathetic. Little babies truly do not know any better and they really are trying their best to learn to interact with things another way. At times it can be a frustrating experience for them. But with consistency and repetition, they can learn, and as a result their playtime is extended. Every time they learn a new way to interact with a sensory material or a new method of painting, they play for longer. Teaching them several ways to play allows them to more fully explore whatever you are playing with.


If you prefer to let your baby freely taste, I recommend sticking with activities involving food you would traditionally feed her. In our Simple Sensory Activities chapter, there are a handful of appropriate materials such as cooked spaghetti, oatmeal, and a few others. Because food dye isn’t something you want young babies loading up on, I would skip that if they are going to be taking more than a taste or two and instead present the activities uncolored. You wouldn’t serve your baby a bowl of cornstarch and water, even though it is edible, so I don’t recommend involving a child who is going to eat several handfuls in an activity like Oobleck. If your child is freely eating, choose activities where eating a good amount of the material really would be considered a meal and save the taste-safe activities for a time when they are only likely to sneak two or three tastes while they play and explore.


Managing Messy Play


Despite their best intentions, kids are often messy. And excited kids? Even more so. Admittedly, our house is not the neatest or tidiest, but I still don’t enjoy having rice strewn everywhere, or having a huge puddle of water in the middle of the floor. Here are a few tricks for keeping the mess to a minimum while your kiddos play inside.


Control the Amount
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If you’ve got an exuberant little one or if your child’s pouring skills are still a bit inaccurate, be sure to offer a smaller amount of the material. Instead of a bin full of rice, offer a cup of rice. Instead of a full dish of water, offer one with a shallow layer. Limiting the amount still provides enough material for your child to have fun and practice his pouring and dumping skills, but it will leave you with a lot less cleanup.


Cover Your Floor According to Your Material
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In nearly all situations, I recommend using a splat mat under your child and your sensory bin. Splat mats are available commercially, but we like to make our own because it’s less expensive. One or two yards of oilcloth will make a low-cost and durable splat mat. Oilcloth is water resistant and will not fray. Another option—a bit more affordable, but less durable—is a waterproof picnic table cover. We find that they work well for several months but eventually wear through in spots. Our oilcloth splat mats have survived years of messy play and look brand new, so if you can afford it, those are ideal.


Things to keep in mind when setting up a floor cover:




	If you have dry material that may scatter, such as beans or rice, laying a sheet over the splat mat will prevent scatter.


	If you are using water or another wet material, laying down a towel or two will soak up any spills that may happen during play.
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