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Evan is using his blocks to make a bridge on the floor.  He drives a plastic car over it once or twice, then knocks it down and begins to build a spaceship instead.  His sister’s dolls are retrieved from her room to become alien pilots.  After they’ve taken over the earth, Even rearranges the blocks to from the Batcave, and the dolls are renamed Batman and Robin.  Evan isn’t just fooling around or wasting his time.  In fact, he is developing his imagination as well as his fine motor skills.

The importance of play

Hands-on discovery is the most effective way for children to learn.  The child sorting buttons or building with blocks is learning mathematical concepts; the child climbing the jungle gym at the playground is learning about balance and what his body can do; the children acting out a story they have heard are using their memory, imagination and learning about how stories are told.  Play has many more benefits.  Whether your child is two or eight years old, his games and activities contribute to his growth and development:

~Children learn “how to learn” though play.  At first, everything is trial and error.  The toddler tries to push the square block in the round hole and finds it doesn’t fit.  He tries the triangular hole, fails again, and finally pushes his square block into the square hole.  After a time, he learns to compare the shape of the block and the shape of the hole before making the attempt.  He will also learn to copy others – both adults and children—and to carry over ideas he learned in one area to another.

~Play develops imagination and creativity.  For Inger, the washcloth her mother hands her in the bathtub can be a veil, a magic cape or a tent.  Noam exuberantly smears fingerpaints on the slick paper and creates a landscape in colours no one has seen before.
~Play helps a child work through stressful or worrying situations.  After Samantha saw a squirrel get run over in the street, she spent some time playing with her toy cars and various stuffed animals.  Over and over again, the cars crashed into the toy creatures.  Sometimes Samantha had an ambulance come to rescue the injured toy, other times the stuffed animal attacked and ate the car.  Eventually she had sorted out her feelings and went on to other games.
~Children learn social skills through play.  Eight-year-old Marika wanted to win the board game she was playing, so she moved her piece four spaces instead of the two the dice showed.  But her friend Alana saw what happened, and said she was going home if Marika didn’t move back.  This incident teaches Marika the importance of being fair and getting along with others.  Play is fun!  There’s the vigorous, rambunctious physical kind of play that involves climbing, running, jumping and being energetic.  There are also quiet ways of playing and creative ways of playing, and all of these can be wonderful for relieving stress and helping children to relax.
Play through the ages
Children’s play gradually evolves as their bodies develop and their minds mature.  It’s important to remember that all children develop at their own pace, whether they are siblings or friends.  Sometimes it’s hard not to compare your kids with those of your neighbour, but you should resist the urge because every child is unique.  While many four year olds, for example, are ready to share with their playmates, some resist strongly.  If your child doesn’t fit the typical picture, don’t worry.  He’s simply developing at his own rate.  The benefits of play that contribute to your child’s development are many are varied.  Following are a few examples of how the two activities are linked:

Hand-eye co-ordination: An infant has little co-ordination.  You may still remember the exciting day when your baby first discovered her hands in her mouth (and probably poked herself in the eye!).  Hand-eye co-ordination is an ability that develops throughout childhood and into adult life.  At two, your little girl might be able to catch a gently lobbed beach ball; by five or six, she can probably use a joystick to steer a car through a racecourse in a video game.
Fine-motor skills: You may have seen your three year old dissolve in tears as he accidentally cuts the head off the picture he was trying to clip from a magazine.  While he enjoys crafts and loves to sprinkle glitter on everything, he’s not yet capable of creating a detailed project with tools or small pieces.  As children grow and their fine motor skills improve, they can comfortably use scissors, pens and markers.  By age six, they may take real pleasure in producing a picture or building an elaborate sandcastle.

Conceptual thinking: Many activities involve children in problem solving and help them develop a range of skills such as understanding the concepts of measurement.  For example, three-year-old Ian pours water from his small, wide mouthed cup into a tall, narrow cup and is surprised to see the water fills the new cup right to the top.  He carefully pours it back into his wider cup and notices it’s only half full.  Right now, this still puzzles him, but eventually these observations will help him understand the measurement of volume.

Social development: By the time a child is two, he may be ready to move beyond the world of playing alone.  But he’s not yet able to play by the “rules” or engage in give-and-take with a friend.  He may watch other children play, perhaps in a play group or nursery school setting.  It’s his way of getting involved, without physically joining the activity.  Other toddlers often play alongside each other, but they’ll rarely play with each other, no matter how many times their parents say, “Play nicely!”
Usually by four, youngsters become more sociable, seeking contact with other children their age in their neighbourhood, at nursery school and within a play group.  Around five, children may start exchanging toys or ideas with a playmate.  It is at this stage that friends play a stronger role in your child’s life.   The social aspect of play becomes even more important during the school years and has a major role in a child’s developing self-esteem.
Co-operative learning: Babies learn to co-operate in their earliest interactions with their parents – changing diapers, putting on clothes or being fed.  These experiences set the stage for playing co-operatively with other family members and eventually other children.
For preschoolers, playing with others presents many challenges.  The concept of taking turns or following rules isn’t easily mastered.  At this stage, co-operative games and activities, where young children can practise following rules and playing together without the emotional pressures of competition, are probably best. 
Children six years of age and older, though, may be interested in more competitive play and group games, including organized sports.  
Their desire to compete may be satisfied by a foot race across the backyard, or they want to sign up for a soccer or hockey team.  Organized sports may be offered by your community school or through your local parks and recreation program.

Imaginative thinking: The rich world of imagination is a wonderful place all children visit from time to time.  Whether imitating parents or creating elaborate stories, your child uses his imagination daily, beginning at a very early stage.  Through imagination, children gain a better understanding of their feelings and experiences.  This type of play is a very normal way for young children to express themselves, sometimes it’s easier to play things out rather than talk things out.  Your child’s imagination may lead him to develop imaginary friends.  Don’t fret that this is a sign of loneliness, consider this “friend” as an opportunity to glimpse your child’s creative growth and enjoy the experience.

• At two, Mario learns a lot about imaginative play from the adults in his life.  His babysitter, Lisa, says to him, “Let’s pretend we’re puppy dogs,” and he laughs as he crawls around the floor with her, barking at the cat.  He also likes to imitate his parents as they work around the house, and in his games, he pretends the couch is a bus or a boat, depending on the story.
• Cassie, at age seven, is able to create detailed imaginative game and stories.  She knows that dragons don’t exist, but she isn’t entirely certain about monsters under the bed.  She likes to involve others in her creative play now, assigning them roles and incorporating their ideas into the game.  Her developing imagination will continue to enrich her play.

Hurray for play 

As adults, we sometimes think play is insignificant and urge our school-age children to move on to more practical, learning activities.  But whether it’s a world of pirates and princesses, or arts and crafts, the land of play promises to be a rewarding and exciting experience that your child will cherish for years to come.
Playing with your child


Play is a natural way for adults and children to have fun together. Through play, you can learn a lot about your child:  what’s on her mind and what she enjoys.  And, especially as your child grows older, play is a wonderful way to keep your relationship strong.  There is no right way to play together.  How you spend your play time will vary depending on the age of your children and whether you live in a city or rural setting.  There are some tips to remember, though, for making sure your play stays safe and fun:


» Children don’t have the endurance of adults.  Your child may be excited about the idea of going for a hike with you, but he may get too tired to continue after a short period.  Pick something that will be manageable for him.


»Parent’s and children’s expectations of play may differ.  Make sure the activity or game you choose to play during your time together is fun for both of you.


»Be cautious with rough-housing, wrestling and other vigorous physical games.  It can be fun to swing a child around, but the fun stops if you accidentally slip, fall or drop your child.


»Emotional safety is important, too. As an adult you can defeat your child at any game, but for her, losing every time can be upsetting.  Keep the focus on the fun, not competition.


»Keep it simple. You don’t have to make elaborate plans for playtime with your kids.  Children often get pleasure from an unexpected aspect of an activity.  As well, just having the opportunity to spend time together means a lot to them.

















