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Introduction


Brothers and sisters. They talk together. They fight. They laugh. They love. And best of all, they play. As the mother of three children between the ages of 3 and 9, I delight in watching the interaction of my kids. But I also cringe when the whining starts, flip if I hear the word “bored,” and lose a lot of sleep worrying whether I spend enough time nurturing each child's individual strengths.


By necessity, I’ve learned how to have “alone time” with all three children at once. Quite simply, I organize one basic activity for everyone. Then, within that activity, I create individual variations by age or skill. In this way, each child can play at his or her own level, all benefit from the others’ company, and I can be an active part of the fun.


Playing Together is a collection of the activities that I’ve found children enjoy regardless of their ages or age differences. Since coordinating several children is complicated enough, the activities I’ve chosen are intentionally uncomplicated, drawing largely on familiar games, art projects, crafts, and imagination. In most cases, I’ve used materials that you’ll have around the house or that are easy to buy. The general directions apply to all ages; the variations are intended to help you adapt the projects to your particular situation.


As you use the book, please keep in mind that what makes these activities work is their fluidity. In actuality, each one will be as different as your own children. The purpose of Playing Together is not to reinvent the wheel, but to enhance the fun of rolling it around.


Enjoy!
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Indoor Games
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Hide and seek, puppet shows, cards, and treasure hunts. Take the games you loved as a kid, add a little imagination, and you’ve got a great alternative to the VCR.
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Story Bags


Fill a paper bag with stuff and you’ll be surprised at what comes out!


MATERIALS


A paper bag for each child


Assortment of odd articles: Try to collect at least five for each bag—for example, a whistle, a scarf, a spoon, a nickel, and sunglasses for one bag.


DIRECTIONS


1. Fill each bag with a varied and unrelated assortment of at least five articles. Close the bags so the children can’t see what’s inside.


2. Give each child a bag.


3. Have the children look in their bags. Give them a few minutes to think of a story. Then have each child tell a story that uses all of the articles in the bag.


VARIATIONS


3- to 4-Year-Olds


• Work with your child to make up a story. You use one article, he uses the next, you use the third, and so on until all the items are used.


5- to 6-Year-Olds


• Have children work together to make up a play using the articles. Use a different bag of articles for each skit.


7- to 9-Year-Olds


• Have each child make up a play using the articles. Then the child can act it out, playing the different characters and using different voices.
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Magazine ABC’s


Magazines can be recycled in novel ways. After you’ve read them, you can cut them, and glue them, and fold them, and use them again and again.


MATERIALS


Magazines: any and all that you don’t mind cutting up


Scissors


Glue stick


Paper


DIRECTIONS


1. Choose a magazine and find the letter A. Cut it out.


2. Glue it to a piece of paper.


3. Find a B. Glue it next to the A.


4. Continue through the entire alphabet.


VARIATIONS


3- to 4-Year-Olds


• Do one letter at a time. Find A’s all in different sizes and colors. Put them on a single sheet of paper. Do the same with B and the remaining letters. It may take weeks, but ultimately you can make an alphabet book by stapling all the pages together.


• Find a terrific A. Or two or three. Glue them to the top of the paper. Find pictures of objects that start with A … ants and apples, for example. Cut them out and glue them to the paper. Do the same with B. Continue to the end of alphabet.


5- to 6-Year-Olds


• Find all different kinds of A’s. Capital ones. Lowercase. Big, small, and script.


• Find A’s. Then practice writing A’s.


• Write your child’s name in cutout letters.


7- to 9-Year-Olds


• Find different letter styles: script, balloon, cartoon, gothic. Try to copy the styles. Have your child make up a type style of his or her own.


• Cut out words and make a short story. Substitute pictures in place of some words to create a rebus.
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String Me Along


A combination of hide-and-seek and treasure hunt… the prize is your child.


MATERIALS


A large ball of string or yarn for each hider


DIRECTIONS


1. Designate one child as seeker and the rest as hiders. Give each hider a ball of string or yarn.


2. Tie one end of each string to a heavy chair leg. Make a bow, instead of a knot, since it will have to be untied.


3. Each hider takes his or her ball of string and walks around the house, weaving in, out, over, and under furniture and rooms, leaving a string path from the chair leg to his or her eventual hiding place.


4. The seeker unties one string end from the chair. Making a new ball while walking along, the seeker follows the string… in, out, over, and under … until she or he reaches its hiding owner.


5. The hider now becomes the next seeker. The first seeker becomes a hider.


VARIATIONS


3- to 4-Year-Olds


• If you have more than two children, let the seeker find the first hider and then let the two children work together to find the next hider. That way, all the children will be kept busy, and the strings are less likely to get tangled.


5- to 6-Year-Olds


• Put a treasure at the end of the string instead of a child.


• Let your kids take turns hiding treasures for each other.


7- to 9-Year-Olds


• Make a time limit both for hiding and seeking. Make the seeking time shorter.
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Papes


This activity is a personalized version of paper dolls. I remember reading a story about girls who played papes when I was a kid. I recreated the game myself and spent years perfecting it.


MATERIALS


Magazines and catalogs to cut up: Home and fashion magazines make the best papes.


Blank scrapbooks—or make your own by stapling about 12 pages of 8½″ × 11″ construction paper together at one edge


Scissors


Glue sticks


DIRECTIONS


1. Cut out pictures to make your scrapbook “home.” Cut rooms, a house, cars, outdoor areas, anything else you want in your setting. Glue one room or setting on each page in your scrapbook.


2. Cut out a family for your home. Now “dress” them. Instead of cutting out clothes as you would for traditional paper dolls, in papes, you cut out already dressed models. For each person in your papes family, try to find pictures of the same model in different clothes, or other models that look similar.


3. Play papes by moving your family from room to room, changing clothes, making up stories.



VARIATIONS



3- to 4-Year-Olds


• Make a small house, with just a kitchen, children’s room, and backyard.


5- to 6-Year-Olds


• Make a school yard and cut out lots of children.


7- to 9-Year-Olds


• Make two families who are neighbors. Create stories about the friendships that develop between them.
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Pencil Puppets


One day when my 8-year-old daughter was B-O-R-E-D, she decided to turn her old pencil collection into funny puppets. We’ve been making pencil puppets ever since.


MATERIALS


Several pencils


Paper


Markers


Scissors


Scotch tape


DIRECTIONS


1. Draw puppet faces on your paper. Use your imagination—make people, animals, monsters, whatever you like. The faces can be from the size of a nickel to the size of a cookie.


2. Cut out your faces and tape them to the eraser ends of pencils. Voila! You have a pencil puppet!


VARIATIONS


3- to 4-Year-Olds


• Put on a puppet show using the kitchen table as a stage.


5- to 6-Year-Olds


• Create a series of puppets that tell a story. Use a familiar fairy tale or a book your children like to read, or make one up.


7- to 9-Year-Olds


• Write a play. Then create the puppets to act in it.


• Dress the puppets with feathers, ribbons, and glitter glue.


HINT


• Round out the puppet cast with any character pencils your children already own (pumpkin pencils from Halloween, Santa pencils, a lollipop-shaped one).
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Sardines


This activity is a classic kid’s game that’s fun for every age. You need a minimum of three to play, but the more, the merrier!


MATERIALS


None


DIRECTIONS


1. Choose one child—or yourself—as the hider. All the rest are the seekers. The hider hides someplace in the house. Designate off-limit rooms if you need to.


2. The seekers start looking. Each seeker who finds the hider joins the hider in the hiding place—squishing into the space like sardines in a can.


3. Play until all the seekers have discovered the hider and are squeezed into the hiding place. The child who found the hider first becomes the hider for the next round.


VARIATIONS


3- to 4-Year-Olds


• Play this game with stuffed animals. Let each child pick a stuffed animal. Have one child hide an animal first. As the children each find the hiding place, they put their animals in the same space. Play until all the animals are hidden. Have a teddy bear picnic for a snack!


5- to 6-Year-Olds


• Play traditional hide-and-seek. All the children hide, and one person seeks. Play till all the children are discovered. The first one to be found is the seeker for the next round. This game even works well with two children.


7- to 9-Year-Olds


• Expand your limits. These kids have the ability to find hiding places where you never thought to look. Give them plenty of room to play.
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Freeze Dance


This activity is an updated version of musical chairs—without the chairs! Kids dance when the music is on and “freeze” when it’s off. If they move, they’re out. The last one left is the winner.


MATERIALS


Tape player: A radio can also be used, but you take your chances with the musical selection.


Upbeat musical tape


Space to dance


DIRECTIONS


1. Turn on the music and watch the kids dance.


2. Quickly turn off the music. The children must freeze in their dance positions.


3. Anyone who moves during the freeze is out.


4. Play until only one child is left.


VARIATIONS


• This is one game all ages play the same way. It helps to gear your choice of music to the oldest children, picking popular tunes that they like to dance to. However, as long as the music is lively, it works.


HINTS


• Adjust your freeze times according to ages—shortest for the shortest kids.


• “Out” players can take turns working the tape player, which is often just as much fun as dancing.
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Pitch a Tent


Your children just want to hang out? Take them at their word!


MATERIALS


At least one large blanket or sheet


Heavy books to secure the blanket


Someplace to hang the blanket: I’ve used a bridge table, the dining room table, four chairs, the top of a bunk bed, the space between two beds.


DIRECTIONS


1. Hang your blanket over the base.


2. Secure the blanket with books or by tucking it in.


3. Bring in your favorite games, and play!


VARIATIONS


3- to 4-Year-Olds


• Play house. Dress up and bring in the stuffed animals. Park the car out front.


• Make two tents and have neighbors.


5- to 6-Year-Olds


• Go camping. Bring flashlights, sleeping bags, and books inside.


• Tell ghost stories and drink from a canteen.


7- to 9-Year-Olds


• Make a “private spot” for reading, or for just getting away from it all.


HINT


• This is a good picnic spot for rainy days.
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Memory


Few games cross age lines as easily as Memory. The object of the game is to collect the most two-card matches by remembering where the face-down cards are located. For some reason, in our family, the younger kids always win!


MATERIALS


A deck of cards


DIRECTIONS


1. Spread all the cards out, face down, in four rows of 13 each.


2. The first player turns over two cards. If they match, the player picks them up, puts them in his or her pile, and takes another turn. If they don’t match, the player turns them face down again.


3. The next player also turns over two cards, trying to make a match. As more and more cards get exposed, players try to remember where the matches are.
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