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THE VALUE OF PLAY
How does the nursery rhyme go, "All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy"? Whether a child's early
learning seems like work or play is really up to you the parent/caregiver. Your child’s excitement for
learning, investigating, exploring will come from your example. As a role model, your attitude toward
learning and being playful sends a clear message to your child. If you see a full moon with wonder, your
child will learn to gaze heavenward with awe. If you see finding an empty bird's nest as an opportunity
to experience something remarkable, your child will begin to grasp the intricate weave of the universe,
too. The greatest gift parents can give their children is the ability to see the extraordinary in ordinary
things.
When a child is born, she has over a hundred billion brain cells. Through play, trillions of synapses develop
connecting these hundred billion cells in the brain. Each time your child plays a game, listens to music
or stories from picture books, and interacts with you, new synapses develop and the child’s intellect is
enhanced. Play, although it sounds simple, must be taken seriously. Play is your child’s work!
Physically, a child develops well-balanced, fine- and gross-motor skills during recreation. Toys are not
just for fun. It is no accident that down through history, in all cultures, toys are a part of early childhood.
Games with equipment teaches the learner how to manipulate and like the old adage says, “Practice
makes perfect.” Mother Goose rhymes, musical games, and dancing about is play with rhythm and rhyme
that orchestrates balance, coordination, and grace.
Emotionally, play is therapeutic. Since play is a natural medium for self-expression, it provides the
preschooler with a safe space to experience, express, and celebrate feelings. In play, the child is given the
opportunity to “play” out his accumulated feelings of tension, frustration, insecurity, aggression, fear,
bewilderment, confusion. The more difficult and less obvious advantage of play is that it allows a child
a place to learn how to handle anger and aggression. Although this is a long process, expressing turmoil
openly in socially acceptable ways is vital for a child’s emotional well-being. As a bonus, through play, children
develop a sense of humor and an ability to show empathy to others. Emotionally speaking, play is vital
to mental health and stability. Playing in play groups gives preschoolers the opportunity to learn social
skills: sharing, taking turns, and cooperation. Patterns of behavior, acceptable ways to interact, and ways
of playing safely are also part of this whole socialization process.
Creativity is a tremendous gift with which human beings are born. Unfortunately, instead of being
nurtured, often imaginations are stifled. As parents and caregivers of young children, we must remember:
in fantasy play, children are given a stage on which they can spotlight their creative nature. Children
imagine whole scenarios and assimilate their learning through fanciful make–believe. Symbolic play, in
which toys and dolls are used, allows children an opportunity to practice every possible social situation.
They can rehearse all the different roles and experience being whatever they choose. This exploratory
play and experience with others is a prerequisite for the child to accomplish a positive self-image. It
is through fantasy play that youngsters develop their sense of humor, practice empathy, and celebrate
compassion.
Everyone senses on some level that the ability to be spontaneous and to play is a basic need and an important
characteristic of healthy human beings. However, not everyone can channel this force for ultimate health
and happiness. Unfortunately, learning to play is something we must do as children; if we do not learn
how to play as a youngster, often it is a skill that cannot be learned as an adult. As parents and caregivers of
young children, I urge you to teach your child how to use her brain, body, emotions, and imagination as
vehicles for celebrating her higher self. When you teach your child to play, you are showing her the path of
intellectual, social, and emotional transformation—a path which ultimately leads to self-actualization!
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Match Up!
Great A, little a,
Bouncing B!

Overture ........................................................
Not only do children have to learn twenty-six letters of
the alphabet, they also have to recognize the differences
between uppercase and lowercase letters. A variety of
fonts used in books further complicates decoding. A
slow approach to introducing these differences will make
learning the alphabet easier and more enjoyable.

Performance ..................................................
Play: To give your child an opportunity to match capitals
with lowercase letters, play “Match Up!”
What you will need: Fifty-two index cards, watercolor
marker
How to play: Write an uppercase or lowercase letter on
each card. Begin by using only five sets of letters. Over a
period of time, introduce different sets of cards. Hold up
two cards and ask if they are the same letter. If the letters
are not the same, hold up just one of the cards and ask the
child to find the matching card in the pile of nine cards.

Finale ................................................................................................................
Use the cards to play “Alphabet Walk” (see page 25) but instead of finding cards that are
exactly alike, the child finds the matching uppercase or lowercase letter.

Encore ...................................................
When your child has been working with all of
the uppercase and lowercase letters for a while,
use the cards to review in several different
ways:
◆ Make a parade of letters pairs.
◆ Find matching uppercase or lowercase
letters in magazines and books.
◆ Trace the letters with fingers.
◆ Use the cards as cues and print the letters
of the alphabet in sand, finger paint, or
clay.
◆ Use the letter cards like flash cards and
hold up one card at a time while your
child names the letter.
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Alphabet Break
“F” is for fig,
“J” for a jig,
And “N” for knuckle-bones.

Use every opportunity when reading to your child to introduce
isolated letters of the alphabet. Watch as your child follows
along while you are reading a story. When you say a one-letter
or two-letter word that sounds like a letter of the alphabet,
point to it and emphasize the sound. Examples: “a,” “oh,”
“be,” and “I.”

Performance ............................................................

Five-Year-Old

Play: To introduce and reinforce the naming of any five letters
of the alphabet, such as vowels, play “Alphabet Break.”
What you will need: Index cards, wide-tip black marker
Getting ready to play: On the index cards, print enough
large letters (two or three of each letter) so each player can
draw several cards. Mix up the cards and arrange them face
down in a pile. Both you and your child draw one or more
letters from the pile. Give verbal directions.
Examples:
◆ “E”—stand up.
◆ “A”—hold your letter high over your head.
◆ “O”—trade letters with someone else who has an “O.”
◆ “I”—stand up and march in place. Stop.
◆ “U”—stand up and hold your letter behind your back.

Cognitive Development

Overture ..................................................................

Finale .......................................................................
On another occasion, switch roles and ask your child to give
directions for all players to follow. If possible, encourage other
family members to play with you.

Encore ..............................................................................................................
As your child learns the alphabet, play an advanced version of this game by using all letters of
the alphabet.

© 2007 Hawker Brownlow Education IFA19623 The Playful Child

27

