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Daddy...
Come Play With Me 
A father’s guide to play with young children



i n t r o d u c t i o n

Why would you want to read a booklet about how to
play with your child? All children play. We all played
when we were kids. What’s the big deal?

Fair question. But any parent learns that parenting has its
ups and downs. So does play. Why is it that sometimes
when you play with your child everything goes great and
it feels really good to be together? Other times she’s not
interested in your ideas, or she’s just not in the right
mood to settle down and play.  

This booklet offers some ideas about:
• how play can help to build the father/child relationship 
• how to contribute to your child’s fun and learning

through play
• how to be involved in play at different stages of early

childhood
• how play can help you get more out of being a parent

Just spending time with your child is probably the best
way to learn to be a good father-playmate. But a little
more knowledge can help you both get more out of the
time you spend playing together.
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c h a p t e r  o n e

Play Matters
Children play for many reasons, but the simple truth is that
they have to play. Play is a child’s way of being part of the
world she lives in.

Children play in all human cultures. Even young animals play.
Have you ever seen a video of lion cubs chasing each other and
wrestling? They’re playing: learning how their bodies work,
learning skills that will help them hunt some day. Human
children are not so different.

Play actually helps children grow up. It takes a lot more than
having a series of birthdays and getting bigger to make an
adult out of a baby. In order to mature into adults, children
also need life experience and play is their way of getting that
experience.

We do a lot of things for or to young children. We feed them,
keep them clean, comfort them, put them to bed and show
them how to brush their teeth or pick up their toys. All of that
is important because it helps children stay safe and healthy.
But children also need and want to do and discover things on
their own. Play is their way of doing what they want to do.
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The Value of Play 

Play helps children:
• Explore and understand their environment. Learning about

the world around them is an important job of childhood.
• Develop their brains. During play children use their senses,

make decisions, solve problems and see the results of their
actions. All of this helps a child develop the ability to think.

• Learn what they can do with their bodies. Child
development is not just about intelligence. Play helps
children develop hand-eye coordination, balance, strength
and agility. 

• Learn and practise new skills. Children will need many
skills in life: paying attention, planning, using tools. They
develop those skills through play. 

• Develop social skills. Playing with friends, siblings and
parents is the most important way for children to learn how
to get along with people.

• Learn about life. The lessons of play are the lessons of life
for a child.

• Have a good time! Some people say that play is a child’s
work. True – but remember play helps make children’s lives
enjoyable and happy.
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Structured and Unstructured Play

Structured play has specific goals or a relatively predictable
outcome. Usually the structure is provided by adults or by a set
of rules – a game of cards, doing a puzzle, playing a team
sport. Structured play helps children learn skills, how to work
with others and how to follow instructions. 

But this booklet will focus mainly on unstructured, or open-
ended play. With unstructured play the outcome is less
predictable. Children have to make decisions about what will
happen as the play develops. 



Many Types of Play

When we think of play, we often think of toys,
games with rules or a group of kids playing
“house” together. That’s right, but there is much
more. We also mean:

• hands-on exploring and experimenting with
real, everyday objects

• arts and crafts: drawing, colouring, pasting,
painting, playing with playdough or clay

• music play: singing, dancing, and moving to
music

• nature play: digging in the dirt, collecting
leaves and rocks, hikes in the woods

• physical play: running, jumping, climbing,
wrestling

Look for ways to offer your children a chance to
explore a variety of kinds of play.

7

Leah looks at the pile of blocks on the floor. What will she do? She
can make a tower and knock it down, build a zoo with fences for
her animals, or line the blocks up in a row to make a road.

Kids love unstructured play because the possibilities are
endless. But it is also good for them. In unstructured play,
children learn to exercise their imagination, creativity and
problem-solving ability. Young children need plenty of time for
unstructured play.
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Children’s Play and Brain Development

You’ve probably heard that young brains need stimulation 
in the early years of life in order to develop properly. Some 
toy manufacturers or video producers even claim that their 
product is specially designed to promote brain development. 
There is no valid scientific basis for such claims. Everyday play 
experiences with simple toys and interaction with people 
provide most of the stimulation that young children need. 

When you sing a nursery rhyme to your baby, her brain is 
stimulated by your voice, your facial expression and the 
way you react when she smiles with delight. When a 
preschooler sits down with some playdough he wonders, 
“Should I make pretend food? Can all of my plastic puppies 
hide inside this ball of playdough? What happens when I mix 
blue playdough with red?” These are powerful learning  
experiences  as valuable as those provided by any 
“educational” toy.

Playing Alone, Playing Together

This booklet is about how fathers and children interact 
during play. But we’re not suggesting that you always 
have to get involved. Your participation at times can 
make your children’s play more fun and enhance their 
learning. But children also need time to play on their  
own and with other kids.

Of course, it’s nice for parents if children can amuse 
themselves some of the time. However, this skill develops 
very slowly and gradually, and some children learn to play 
alone more easily than others. Many babies and toddlers 
can’t play alone for very long without wanting some adult 
attention.
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Working Things Out 

Play also helps children understand events and
problems in their lives.

Fatma’s parents could tell she was a little worried
about her first trip to the dentist because of all the
questions she asked. They explained everything
that would happen – how she would sit in the big
dentist chair, how he would tilt it back so he
could look in her mouth. They reassured Fatma
that her mother would be there the whole time. 

The day before the appointment, the four-year-old
came to her father and said, “Let’s play dentist.
I’ll be the dentist and you be the boy.” Her dad
lay back on the couch and opened his mouth.

“It’s OK. Your mommy can stay with you,” Fatma
said. Using a spoon and toothbrush, she went
through all the parts of the examination her
parents had told her about. This was her way of
preparing herself to be brave when she met the
real dentist.
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c h a p t e r  t w o

A Father’s Role in Child Play
Fathers have two main responsibilities in children’s play. The
first is to ensure that children have the opportunity to play.
The second is to be involved.

Setting the Stage

Children need a place where they can play safely and freely,
toys to play with and people to have fun with. They should
also be supervised by adults who make sure kids are safe,  who
monitor their behaviour and are ready to help when needed.

What Makes a Good Toy?

Toys should be safe, durable and suited to children’s abilities
and interests at various ages. But really, a good toy is one that a
child plays with a lot. Kids are attracted to the fancy toys they
see on television, but many of the best toys are simple things
like balls, building blocks, dolls, toy animals, cars and coloured
markers – toys that can be used in many different ways. 

Young children also love to play with real things – kitchen
utensils, stones and sticks, old clothes and blankets and, of
course, big cardboard boxes.
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When people asked what Abby wanted for
Christmas, the five-year-old said simply, “Big
boxes.” Her dad, Charlie, was able to obtain three
from a local factory’s recycling bin. On Christmas
morning Abby was thrilled to get her Christmas
wish. A few days later Charlie said to his wife,
“Abby had more fun with those boxes than any toy

Playing Together

A father’s other responsibility – actually, it’s an opportunity –
is to be part of children’s play some of the time. But even
when a parent puts on his playmate hat, he still wears his
parent/supervisor hat.

What your children get out of playing with you:
• fun
• safety 
• new ideas 
• positive attention from someone they love 
• a memory bank of good times spent with Dad

What you get out of playing with your kids: 
• fun – playing is good for adults, too 
• a better understanding of your child
• a better relationship
• a chance to have a positive influence on your child’s

development of self-esteem and character
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Four Ways to Be Involved

Fathers and children will play in different ways, depending on
their personalities and interests. But regardless of style there are
four roles a father can take on in children’s play:
observer/companion, entertainer, teacher and playmate. These
roles are not completely separate. You will slip in and out of
these roles or combine them as you play with your children. 

Observer/companion: You are nearby and available, but not
directly involved in what your child is doing. You may be
watching, as parents do when they take young children to the
playground. Sometimes you may be cheering on their efforts
or admiring their work. Other times, the two of you may be
side by side but doing separate things. 

Ming, age three, was engrossed with her stuffed toys. Quan had
just picked up a magazine when Ming said, “Daddy, come here.”
Quan got down on the floor and picked up one of the bears. “No,
don’t,” Ming said, putting the bear into her circle of animals. She
continued playing. Quan returned to the couch to read, but Ming
called him back. Quan watched for a moment, then started
fooling around with Ming’s blocks. He made a little tower, then
rolled a ball and knocked it down. Ming looked over and smiled,
but she kept playing with her animals. She didn’t really want her
dad to play with her. But she did want his companionship while
she played.

Entertainer: You can also be an entertainer: read a story, put
on a puppet show with silly voice or make a big building with
blocks – something that interests or thrills your child and that
he couldn’t do on his own. Both fathers and children enjoy this
kind of play some of the time. 
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Teacher: There are two ways to teach children through play.
One is by giving direct instructions: “This is the right way to
hold a hockey stick.” The other is to lead by following. The
child is in still charge and you are providing ideas and
suggestions designed to help him accomplish his goal. The
idea is to help without taking over. 

Ten-month-old Marc has nesting cups of different colours and
sizes. Each cup fits inside the one that is slightly bigger in size.
Marc is trying to figure this out. He puts the smallest cup into the
biggest one. But the next cup doesn’t fit all the way. His father
takes out the smallest cup and holds out the one that should go in
next. Marc puts it in. Jean-Luc picks up the next biggest cup and
holds it out. Marc puts it in. They continue until all the cups are
put together.

Playmate: You are playing with the child and doing what she
wants. If she says, “You be the dragon and I’ll be the queen,”
you do your best dragon imitation. You may offer suggestions
– “Would the queen like a dragon ride?” – but she is in
charge. You are simply a playmate.

Another tool for parents

It’s not always easy to get kids to cooperate with us. Parents
need lots of strategies. Don’t forget about play. It can
sometimes be a positive way to engage children’s interest so
they will want to do what we need them to do. 

It’s time to go out and Sarah doesn’t want to put her shoes on. 
“OK, Sarah. Hold out your hand so I can put your shoe on,” says
her dad. Sarah giggles, “That’s not where it goes!” “Oh, sorry,
you’re right,” says Raffi. He puts the shoe on her head. Sarah
laughs, “No! On my feet!” She holds out her foot and Raffi puts
Sarah’s shoes on without any trouble.



15

How Should I Play With My Child?

The essence of interactive father-child play is simple: Watch to
see what your child does. You do something based on his
action. How does he respond to what you did? He might show
excitement or approval for your idea, or he might change the
direction of the play. The pattern continues. The idea is to
follow the child’s lead. Use his behaviour and responses as your
guide. Don’t just pay attention to his words and actions –
watch the expression in his face and eyes. Children’s faces tell
you a lot: what they are interested in and how they are feeling.
Is he excited, absorbed, frustrated or confused? Is he looking to
you for help or an idea?

“Come on, Charlotte, let’s build a big sand fort,” said
Phil. Charlotte helped her dad wet the sand with a
hose. Then they made piles of sand to form the castle.
“The stables for the horses can be over here,” said
Phil. “The enemy castle can be there.”

But Charlotte kept playing with the hose. “Turn it
on, Daddy?” she asked. “Not now,  we’re making a
castle,” said Phil. He brought Charlotte back to the
sandbox. She ran back to the hose. “Charlotte!” said
Phil. “What about the castle?”

It’s great that Phil wants to play with Charlotte,
and suggesting a sandcastle was a good idea.
However, young children often lose interest in a
big complicated project. It would be best if Phil
forgot about the castle and helped Charlotte find a
way to have fun with the water, since that’s what
she’s interested in now.
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Rough and Tumble Play: A Daddy Specialty

“Jerome Bettis goes crashing through the defence!” Jonah is
playing “football” on the bed with his five-year-old son, Zach.
The boy tucks his teddy bear under his arm and hurls himself
at his father. Jonah gets a pillow up to protect his face just in
time.

“Easy, little guy. Don’t jump at my head. Try again.” Zach
jumps at the pillow. Jonah grabs him in a gentle bear hug
and wrestles him down, making sure that Zach lands on top.
“Bettis gets a crushing tackle from Ray Lewis!” They fall
down laughing.

Many boys and girls love the excitement of rough and
rowdy play with a parent who they can trust to keep
things under control. Rough play helps children burn off
excess energy and learn the limits of their own and other
people’s bodies. 

Canadian researcher Daniel Paquette believes that the
rough and tumble play that fathers often enjoy, makes an
important contribution to children’s development. Dr.
Paquette says that when fathers are good at this kind of
play – when they can play rough without hurting or
scaring a child, keep the child’s rowdy behaviour within
reasonable limits and see when a child has had enough --
it helps children learn about the boundaries of aggressive
behaviour. But even more important, rough and tumble
play can be an important part of the way fathers and
children build their attachment. Attachment is the very
close, intimate adult/child bond that helps children to feel
emotionally secure and forms the foundation for future
positive relationships.
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Different Play Preferences

Your style of playing may be different from your child’s, or that
of your partner. Some parents and children prefer quiet play –
things like art, reading, and quiet games – or dramatic, pretend
play. Other parents (often fathers) and children enjoy more
active, physical types of play. Some people are more
comfortable than others with risky types of behaviour such as
climbing. 

When they go to the playground and Casey starts up the climber,
his mother’s first thought is, “Careful, honey.” Meanwhile Dad is
thinking, “How high can he go?”

Obviously, not all mothers and fathers fit this stereotype.
Children need active physical play and the encouragement to
try harder and go farther. But they also need protection and
more gentle guidance at times. The important thing is to adapt
your own strengths and interests in a way that works well for
your child and her way of playing.

*  *  *
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How Does a Baby Play? For tiny babies, play is less about
toys and games than it is about looking at things, listening to
sounds and learning about moving their bodies. Infants may
become fascinated with a light or a pattern on the floor. They
like the sound of music and the human voice, and they are
very interested in faces. In fact, one of the best baby “toys” is
Mom or Dad’s face.
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c h a p t e r  t h r e e

Playing With Babies
Peter gazed at three-week-old Jessica as she slept in his arms.
He imagined playing catch with her or watching her kick a
soccer ball some day. “When will she be big enough to play?”
he wondered. “Is there some way I can play with her right
now?”

Babies do play and fathers can play with babies, but, as Peter
will learn, playing with a baby is much different from playing
with older children. 

First Things First

In the very beginning, play is not the number one priority for
babies and parents. What an infant needs most is to feel
comfortable and secure in the world outside of her mother’s
womb and to be cared for by loving parents. What a new
father needs is to get to know his baby and become
comfortable in the role of parent. 

The best way to do this is to do your share of looking after the
baby. It gives her what she needs, but it also helps you get to
know her – what she feels and smells like, the way she likes to
be held, what bothers her, what helps to comfort her. So by
changing diapers, comforting, bathing and holding a baby, a
father sets himself up to be a great playmate. And being a great
playmate sets you up for a great long-term relationship with
your child.
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Baby Development

In the first year, children develop more quickly than at any
other time in their lives. Several important milestones affect
how you will play and interact with your baby.

• During his first month he will stare intently at objects that
really interest him.

• Somewhere around two months you’ll see the first smile.
Now you know what really delights him!

• At four to five months babies learn to reach, grasp and
mouth objects that interest them. 

• At seven to nine months most babies learn to sit up. That
makes it easier to play with toys and look at books with you.

• By their first birthday, babies can crawl, pull themselves up
to a standing position and some are walking. Chasing and
other movement games are now possible.

What Makes a Good Baby Toy?

Toys stores offer many good baby toys. But for a baby, a toy is
really any interesting object – a ball, a stuffed animal, a book
made of cloth, even a colourful plastic cup. Babies explore
everything with their mouths, so make sure whatever you give
your baby is too big to choke on, non-toxic and has no sharp
edges.

Babies need a safe play environment. The things that they can
reach should all be OK and safe for them to touch. Once they
start crawling, babyproofing (putting breakables out of reach,
installing baby gates, etc.) becomes part of the parent’s job. As
your baby grows into toddlerhood you have to keep one step
ahead with the babyproofing.
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After dinner, Ahmad and Halima put two-month-old
Sabri on a blanket in the living room. Ahmad held up
a toy chicken, but Sabri didn’t seem interested. “Put
your face close to his and sing,” suggested Halima.
“What should I sing?” asked Ahmad. She shrugged.
“Sing anything.” Ahmad remembered a song by the
rock band Queen. “I like to ride my bicycle,” he sang.
Sabri turned his head. Ahmad kept singing. Sabri
smiled. Ahmad was thrilled. “That’s the first time he
smiled right at me!”

Four Ways to Play… With a Baby

Observer/companion: It’s fun to play with your baby, but it’s
also important to simply be together. You can put the baby in
a carrier as you go for a walk or clean up the house. You can
have her on a blanket beside you as you watch the hockey
game or push her in the stroller as you browse in a shopping
mall.

Entertainer: Young infants can’t do much on their own, so the
“entertainer” role is important. That means showing him
things, talking and singing to him, and carrying him. Hold
him up to a mirror and ask, “Who’s that baby?” Stick out your
tongue and wiggle it. Does he open his mouth or stick his
tongue out in response? Which sounds make him turn his
head? How does he react if you wiggle his toes or gently
bicycle his legs?

Brianna is getting squirmy in the middle of a diaper change.
Adam stops for a minute. “Round and round the garden, goes the
teddy bear,” he says, making his fingers walk around her belly
button. She waves her arms in excitement. “One step, two step.”
He makes his fingers walk up her chest. “Tickle you under there.”
He tickles her chin. Brianna giggles. Then she pees. “Yikes. Better
get a diaper on you,” says Adam.
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Trick of the Trade
Babies have really, really short attention spans. Too
much stimulation and interaction can be
overwhelming. Watch for signs that she has had
enough – looking away, a distressed facial
expression. Play with babies is usually a series of
brief interactions with lots of breaks in between.

Teacher: Babies don’t need direct instruction. You don’t say,
“Here’s how to splash in the bath.” You let her do it. Babies do
learn by watching what you do. For example, if you hold a six-
month-old on your lap as you eat, he will watch as the food
goes from your plate to your mouth. Sooner or later he will try
to grab the food off your plate and eat it.

The best way to “teach” a baby is to start with what interests
him. Try doing something that builds on his interest, wait to
see how he responds, and let that guide your next action. 

Chang wants to play catch with his boy. He sits Li down and
bounces the ball into the eight-month-old’s lap. Li picks up the
ball, tries to put it in his mouth, then drops it. Chang picks the
ball up and rolls it to Li again. Li ignores it and crawls away.
He’s not ready to play catch.

Two months later, Chang rolls the ball to Li. The baby picks it
up, waves his arms and lets go. The ball hits the floor. Chang says,
“You threw the ball to Daddy!” Li’s eyes light up with excitement.
Chang tosses the ball again. It’s their first game of catch.

Playmate: When it comes to father/baby fun, it’s hard to say
where the entertainer or teacher role ends and the playmate
role begins. As your baby grows, he’ll become a more active
play partner. When he crawls away from you, then looks back
and giggles, you’ll know it’s time to crawl after him in a game
of tag. When he dumps a book in your lap, it’s story time.
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Ten Things to Do 
When There’s Nothing to Do 

Go for a house tour. Look out each window and into each
mirror, click on the lights, check out the artwork. Talk about
what you see.

Put on music and dance while holding your baby.

Make a mobile by hanging bright objects from a hanger. Hang
it where your baby can bat at it.

Just for kicks lie him on his back and hold out things that
make an interesting noise when he kicks them: a newspaper,
aluminum foil or a set of car keys.

Sing a song or say a rhyme and move your baby’s arms to do
the actions. 

Play peekaboo. Put a dish towel over his head and say,
“Where’s Mikey?” Maybe he will pull it off. If not, pull it off
for him: “There he is!”

Let her grab your thumbs when she’s lying down, and then
holding onto her wrists, pull her up gently. Does she try to
stand up?

Water play. Put her in the high chair, put a little bit of water
in the tray and let her splash.

Kitchen concert. When he’s old enough to sit up, give him a
plastic or wooden spoon and let him bang on some pots.

Get a container – a shoe box, old purse or small bag – fill it
with a variety of small safe objects and toys. Let your baby pull
them out.
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c h a p t e r  f o u r

Playing With Toddlers: 
Ages One and Two

Toddler Development

Toddlers start out just learning to walk and barely able to say a
few words. By their third birthdays they will be speaking in
short sentences (two of their favorite first words are No and
Mine). They’ll also be able to run, jump, climb, and go just
about anywhere you allow them to go. 

Toddlers learn and explore with all five of their senses; they
want to see and touch everything. They strive to be
independent but still need you most of the time. Toddlers can
be perplexing and a lot of work, but they are very interesting
little people to play with.

How Does a Toddler Play?

To toddlers, almost everything is play! They love toys but they
also love to explore real things they see other people using.
They like to be with other children when they play, but
toddlers are not skilled at playing together. They’re not good at
sharing or taking turns and can be surprisingly aggressive with
other children at times. Parallel play, where two children are
playing side by side but doing separate things, is an easier way
for toddlers to have fun together.
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What Makes a Good Toddler Toy?

Almost anything that is safe, interesting and unbreakable
makes a good toddler toy. But this is a good time to start
building a collection of basic toys that your child will enjoy for
a long time to come:

• art materials: markers, paints, fat crayons, playdough
• dress-up clothes: these don’t have to be store-bought

costumes – old clothes and hats work very well
• building materials: blocks, toddler-size interlocking bricks 
• play sets: depending on your child’s interests, a farm with

animals, dollhouse, space station or garage
• dolls: girls and boys both need a chance to play with toys

that represent people; stuffed animals and cartoon figures
work as well as a traditional doll

• books, balls, puzzles, toy animals and vehicles

Four Ways to Play… With a Toddler

Your responsibility for close supervision will never be more
important than at this stage. Toddlers are faster and can do
more than babies, but their judgement and self-control are not
much better. So parents need to watch them and continue
with babyproofing. It’s a matter of knowing your child. What
can she do? What does she try to do? The goal is to keep her
safe, prevent things from getting broken and cut down on the
number of times you have to say “No!” or pull her away from
something.

Observer/companion: Toddlers sometimes play on their own
for very short periods of time, and it’s good for both them and
you if they learn to amuse themselves. So sometimes you can
simply be nearby, doing something you want or need to do
while your child plays, but available if needed.
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George is reading the newspaper at the kitchen table while Tanya
plays nearby. George and his wife keep unbreakable spoons, bowls
and plastic containers in a low cupboard and their two-year-old is
allowed to play with them. Tanya takes everything out of the
cupboard and lines it up on the floor in front of her. Then she goes
over to another cupboard and pulls out a big frying pan. “No,
sweetie,” says George. “That one is too heavy.” He locks that
cupboard, which had been left open after breakfast. Tanya arches
her back and starts to cry. George carries her over to another
drawer and pulls out two plastic funnels. “Here. You can play
with these,” he says.

Entertainer: Reading stories is a common and important way
for fathers to entertain toddlers. In fact, it should be a daily
activity. Toddlers are also starting to see more and more
possibilities about fun things to do, but they can’t do all these
things themselves. So they like to watch Dad do it. The
entertainer role can also be a great way to distract or cheer up a
child who is upset.

Joaquin is tired and cranky. Almost everything makes him cry. His
father, Roberto, decides to try the “water cure.” He carries his boy
to the bathtub and turns on the water. Joaquin is distracted for a
moment but soon starts to wail again. Roberto grabs a plastic doll
and makes it walk along the edge of the tub. “One day, the baby
went walking by the river,” Roberto says in a silly voice. “Then he
slipped.  Oh no, I’m falling!” Roberto makes the baby slide
around. “Yikes, Aaaaahhhh!!” Roberto drops the doll into the
water. Splash! Joaquin laughs and thrusts the doll at Roberto.
“Again!” he says.

Teacher: Toddlers need more direct instruction than babies,
but only a bit more. They will spend 12 to 16 years of their
lives in school. Right now they learn though play. The best
way to “teach” is to show them new possibilities. 
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Two-year-old Kalim and his father are playing feely bag. Yasir
turns his back and puts one of Kalim’s toy animals in a cloth bag.
He hands the bag to Kalim. “Let’s play feely bag. Don’t look in the
bag. Just feel it and guess which animal it is.” Kalim feels the bag.
He can’t tell what it is. He peeks in. Yasir starts to say something,
but changes his mind. Kalim feels the outside of the bag again.
“Horsey!” he says triumphantly, taking the horse out of the bag
and showing it to Yasir.

Kalim loves the guessing game, but he’s also learning about the
relationship between the shape he feels with his hands and
what it looks like.

Playmate: Here’s a little secret. Toddlers love to be able to tell
someone else what to do when they play. Children their own
age usually won’t go along, but parents sometimes will. The
skill of a playmate parent is to act like your child’s friend, but
still be an adult. As a friend, you play at your child’s level. As
an adult, you continue to supervise safety and behaviour and
also find ways to interpret what your child wants to do and
help him – while still allowing him to feel that he’s in charge.

“Let’s make a big fort,” said Rob. He started to arrange the pillows
on the bed and pulled the sheets off to make a roof.

“No, Daddy. Go camping,” said two-year-old Aaron. “Don’t you
want to make a big fort?” said Rob. “No, go camping.” “Oh, you
mean make a tent.” “Yeah, yeah, camping!” Aaron was excited
now. Rob took a sheet and hung it from the frame of the bed.
Aaron pulled some socks out of the drawer. “Campfire,” he said.
Rob helped pile up the socks for pretend firewood. Then they lit
the fire, blew on it to make it go and “cooked” some dinner.
Aaron looked at Rob expectantly. “Is it time to go to sleep?” “Yeah,
sleep,” said Aaron. “Let’s get into our tent,” said Rob. They
climbed under the tent made of sheets and pretended to sleep.
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Ten Things to Do 
When There’s Nothing to Do

Go for a walk outside and collect stones, pine cones, leaves
and twigs. Glue them onto a piece of cardboard.

Let your child stand at the sink on a chair, put in plastic cups,
a sieve, spoons, turn on a dribble of water and let her play
while you stand by ready to wipe up puddles. Does her doll
need a bath?

Got an empty grocery box? Your toddler might like to give his
bear a ride, pushing it around the kitchen. Maybe he’d like to
climb in and get a ride from you.

Make an obstacle course: a box to climb in, a pillow to jump
over, a coffee table to crawl under and whatever else you can
think of.

Wash the car together. Don’t worry about how long it takes or
how wet you get. 

Let your toddler pull everything out of your wallet. A wallet
can occupy a bored one-year-old for quite awhile. Or make
one for her. Fill an old wallet with play money, business cards
and pretend credit cards. 

Make Magic Mud. Mix 1/2 cup of cornstarch with 5-6
tablespoons of water and some food colouring. Tie on a bib,
and let him explore the interesting texture.

Go to a shopping mall, but don’t shop. Let her walk around,
climb on benches, and look at doggies in the pet shop. Young
walkers love the lights, activity and room to roam.

Bowling. Set up a little stack of plastic containers and let your
child throw a soft ball (or pair of rolled-up socks) at them.

Give your toddler a pail of water and a paintbrush and let her
“paint” the sidewalk or the side of the house.
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c h a p t e r  f i v e

Playing With Preschoolers:
Ages Three to Six
Jared wants to be able to hit a baseball like Carlos Delgado. But
he’s having trouble making contact. No matter where Sol throws
the ball, his six-year-old swings and misses. They’re both
frustrated. “Maybe you need a bigger target,” says Sol. He picks up
a plastic ball about the size of a soccer ball. “Try hitting this one,”
he says. Boom! Jared whacks it over Sol’s head. “Holy Cow! That’s
outta here!” cheers Sol.

Sol is really just doing the same kind of thing he did when
Jared was smaller: helping his son succeed and have more fun
at his chosen activities. 

Preschool Development

There’s a big difference between what children can do at age
three and age six. Most three-year-olds can talk fairly well,
understand most of the words we say to them, ride a tricycle,
and recognize colours. Some can even tell a stegosaurus from a
tyrannosaurus rex. 

As children move through age four and five they develop better
fine motor control: the ability to do things with their hands
and fingers, like cut with scissors, draw straight lines or make a
string of beads. By age six, they’ll be ready to learn to read and
write. Some will be riding bikes, skating and organizing games
of hide and seek with friends.
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How Does a Preschooler Play?

During the preschool years children get into play that requires
physical skills – catching a ball or riding a bike. They can stick
with a play project for longer periods and develop more ability
to plan their play and play on their own. Their ability to
imagine and pretend grows dramatically. Friends become very
important and preschoolers begin to develop the ability to play
cooperatively – to share and take turns, to accept their friends’
ideas about how to play, and to understand games with rules.
Some older preschoolers take part in organized recreational
activities such as music or dance lessons, soccer or hockey.
Organized programs for preschoolers should emphasize fun
and be adapted to their short attention spans

As children mature and play on their own more, the supervisor
responsibility changes. Preschoolers don’t need to be within
arm’s reach quite so much. Sometimes they still need to be
watched closely, but other times it’s more a question of
knowing what your child is doing, checking on her regularly
and being ready to supervise closely when necessary.

Four-year-old Lauren wants to ride her tricycle down the sidewalk
with her older sister. She just got this bike so Jason isn’t sure how
good Lauren’s control is or if she can be trusted to stay off the
street. He sits on the porch steps with his coffee and watches while
she rides. “That’s far enough, now,” he calls. “Come on back.”

What Makes a Good Preschool Toy?

Preschoolers need similar toys to toddlers: art materials, books,
puzzles, play sets, dolls and toy animals. What’s new for this
age group is action figures, dolls with accessories, games, cards
and other collectibles and of course, electronic games (for more
on this important issue, see “The Lure of Electronics”).
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Four Ways to Play… With a Preschooler

Observer/companion: Preschoolers play independently but, at
times, they still want your company without your
involvement. Another way you can be together is to let them
help you with a simple job – ripping up lettuce as you make a
salad, or helping you find your brand of motor oil at Canadian
Tire. Children this age love to help, so take advantage. They
won’t always be so eager.

Remember though, when preschoolers “help,” the job usually
takes longer. The best time to let them help you is when you’re
not in a hurry. 

Entertainer: Preschoolers don’t need to be entertained as much
but they still like to watch parents do interesting things they
can’t do themselves, like throw a ball way up in the air, get a
kite flying, do a card trick, make a major splash in the pool
with a cannonball or roll up a huge snowball.

Teacher: You’ll do more instructing at this age to help your
child learn the skills she wants to learn – “Hold your hands
like this to catch the ball.” “Here’s an easy way to draw a star.”
But your child still benefits from the more subtle kind of
teaching.

Three-year-old Camilo wanted to play Go Fish. “He’s too young to
understand the rules,” thought Mateo. “Hmmm.” He gave one
card to Camilo, one to himself and spread the rest on the floor.
“What colour is your card?” Mateo asked. “Red,” said Camilo.
“Go Fish,” said Mateo. “That means find another red card.”
Camilo turned over cards until he found a red one. A few months
later Mateo taught Camilo how to match suits.  Later they
matched numbers. When he first taught Camilo how to ask for
cards – “Do you have any threes? – if it was a Go Fish he allowed
Camilo turn over as many cards as he wanted. Mateo kept
making the game a little more challenging, as Camilo seemed
ready.
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Playmate: Although preschoolers begin to play with friends
more often, there will still be times they want to play with
someone who can throw the ball in just the right way to make
it easy to catch, help them build an amazing building, or who
is always willing to be “it” in a game of hide and seek.

Denise likes to draw with her parents. Armand can’t draw as well
as his wife, but he found a good way to draw with his five-year-old.
They play Heads, Bodies and Legs. He folds a piece of paper into
three sections. Denise draws a head on the top section – it could be
of a person, animal or imaginary monster – and then folds the
paper over, so Armand can’t see what she drew. Then he draws a
body so it will connect with the top section and folds the paper
again so Denise can’t see what he drew. She adds the legs. Then they
unfold the paper to see what their crazy creature looks like.



35

The Lure of Electronics 

Preschoolers are much more interested in television
and they become drawn to video and computer
games, especially if they have older brothers or
sisters. Children enjoy CD-ROMs and video
games, and these activities encourage a certain kind
of thinking. When fathers and kids have fun
playing these games together, they can also be a
good opportunity for father-child interaction.

However, preschoolers still need lots of hands-on
play where they have to exercise their imaginations
and make things happen in a more active way – so
it’s important to set limits on the time they spend
in front of a video screen.

Five-year-old Evan is very frustrated. He’s been trying
to get to Level Three for half an hour and he just can’t
do it. He throws the controller down. “I hate this stupid
game!” he yells, bursting into tears. His dad, Phillipe, is
distressed too. He’s been trying to help Evan without
success. “Oh boy, this is a really hard level isn’t it?” says
Phillipe. “You’ve really been working hard at that.” “I’ll
never be able to do it,” says Evan. “Yeah, that’s
frustrating isn’t it? Come here for a minute,” says
Phillipe. He gives his boy a little hug then looks at him
and says, “People usually don’t do their best when they’re
mad and upset. Let’s go outside and play catch for
awhile. You can try again later.”
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Ten Things to Do 
When There’s Nothing to Do

Bake cookies. Don’t worry about a perfect result. Enjoy the
process and let him get right in there and get his hands dirty.

If you have a digital camera, put on costumes and take some
crazy pictures.

Make a collage. Let your child cut pictures out of old
magazines and glue lots of them on a piece of paper.

Body Painting. In summer, put your child in a bathing suit
and let her paint herself outside with water-based paint. 

Sort the laundry together. Ask your child, “Whose shirt is
this?” Then have him put it in the right pile.

Scavenger hunt. Make a list of things easily found around the
house – a toothbrush, a white sock, a can of soup, a certain
DVD, etc. – and send your child to look for them. Adjust the
length and the difficulty to her age.

Put some paper in a baking pan. Dip a few marbles in various
colours of paint and roll them around in the pan to make a
design.

Make a “volcano.” Put 50 ml of baking soda in a small bottle.
Add vinegar and watch the bubbles rise.

Have an indoor picnic. On a cold or rainy day spread a
blanket on the living room floor rug and set out some special
drinks and snacks. You can even fill up the kiddie pool with a
bit of water if you’re brave enough. 

If you have a coin jar, let your child take out all the coins and
sort them. You can do this with buttons, too.
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c o n c l u s i o n

If It Isn’t Fun, It’s Not Playing
We want to leave you with one more idea. Don’t take all of
this too seriously. Remember, we’re talking about play. It’s
supposed to be fun, right? 

Yes, children learn through play. Yes, it helps their brains
develop and teaches them to get along with people. And yes,
parents can help their children have good play experiences. But
you know what? Child’s play is not an exact science, where
everything always has to happen in a certain best possible way.
Parents do not need to provide the perfect toys or ideal play
experiences all the time. Real life isn’t like that.

In real life, parents are sometimes tired, impatient, distracted
or busy and can’t be the ideal playmate every time. In real life,
children are sometimes bored, uncooperative or uninterested in
any great idea a father presents; and sometimes they want to
do things that seem like a waste of time to us. That’s normal
and, as with other aspects of parenting, all it means is that you
just have to hope things go better the next time. 

After all we’ve said about the ideal ways to play with young
children, if you’re going to take away one single idea from this
booklet it’s this: Don’t forget to have fun. Many parts of
parenting are work. Playing with kids should be one of the
payoffs – a part of parenting you get to enjoy. So don’t
approach every play situation as if your child’s future
development is at stake. Relax and enjoy yourself. If you can
do that, you’ll be a great playmate.
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