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On cold winter days, homes with young 
children are filled with activity. Your 
children may be in their rooms, in a 
special play area, or in some other place 
in the house. Sometimes you may wish 
the weather were warm enough so they 
could play outside. But wherever you 
find your children, they are probably in
volved in their most important business 
-play. 

Let's take a few moments to consider 
the importance of play; why children 
play, the purposes of play, and co?trib'!
tions you can make to your children s 
play. 

Why Children Play 

Children play because it is fun. A 
child who is building a house of blocks 
finds enjoyment in handling the blocks, 
piling them up, or building a village. 
He is finding a way of expressing himself. 

Children play because they want to be 
like their parents. They want to under
stand the activities their parents per
form. Abbie plays with her iron and 
ironing board in the same way she has 
seen her mother use an iron. Bobby likes 
to play with his hammer in the same 
way he has seen his father use one. 
These children are "playing" the roles of 
the two most important people in their 
lives-their parents. They want to do the 
things their parents do. 

Children are curious. They want to 
learn. You will quickly become aware of 
your child's curiosity when you see him 
playing in a puddle or removing the con
tents from your purse! He likes the feel
ing and sounds of playing in the water. 
He wants to know what you have in 
that purse you carry so often. As a con
cerned parent, you may not approve of 
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some of this playing. But remember that 
children are curious-they learn no mat
ter what the activity. And sometimes 
they may merely be curious about the 
limits of your patience! 

Purposes of Play 

Play serves many purposes beyond 
those that motivate a child's participa
tion. We all know that play provides en
joyment, an opportunity to understand 
parental behavior, and an opportunity to 
learn. But other purposes of play include: 

<> Satisfying a child's urge to use his 
developing muscles. 

<> Contributing to physical develop
ment. 

<> Providing information and ideas. 

<> Providing outlets for expression
a way to work off a bad feeling or 
enjoy a good one. 

<> Providing and developing social 
contacts. 

<> Contributing to a child's under
standing of the world around him. 

<> Enlarging his ability to express 
himself. 

<> Providing an opportunity to ex
plore music, literature, and other 
arts. 

<> Helping a child learn how to get 
along with his friends and family. 

<> Developing hobbies and suggesting 
careers. 

You can probably add many other 
purposes of play to this list as you ob
serve your children at play. What are 

the purposes of play, for instance, when 
Bobby is engaged in very active physical 
play such as riding his tricycle? What 
are the purposes of the creative construc
tive play Annie performs when she is 
drawing a picture? What are the pur
poses of play when a child plays alone 
or with other children? What are the 
purposes of the dramatic imitative play 
we observe when a little girl serves din
ner to her dolls? 

Parents' Contribution to Play 

A parent "sets the stage" so that his 
child will be able to develop to the 
fullest through his play experiences. 
There are several things you as a parent 
can do to make your child's play more 
meaningful: 

Read everything you can about your 
child's development. Try to learn what 
he is capable of and what he needs to 
learn. Know the benefits he can get from 
different toys and play equipment. 

Have a genuine interest in your young
ster's play. He may want to play alone 
at times, but he wants you to be in
terested in him and in what he is doing. 
Help him to get started playing alone 
so that he will be prepared for those 
times when he must play alone. 

A void forcing your child to take part 
in an activity, no matter how much you 
may feel it will benefit him. Bobby may 
not be able to play ball because his mus
cles haven't developed to the point where 
he can handle a ball successfully. Given 
time, however, he may enjoy the game 
as much or even more than you feel is 
important. 

Try to avoid making your child leave 
an interesting activity, particularly when 



it is something new, just because he 
may not know how to do it or is making 
a mess. Of course, for your own sanity, 
there must be some limits. But try to set 
some times when you don't have to tell 
your child to be careful. 

Provide a place for your child's toys. 
A corner of his bedroom equipped with 
some storage shelves and boxes may pro
vide just the place to store his toys. And 
it may also be a good place for him to 
play by himself, away from the grownup 
world. 

See that your child participates in a 
variety of play experiences throughout 
the day or week-quiet play, active play, 
creative play, group play, and make
believe play. 

Provide a few strongly built "do-with" 
toys rather than a lot of cheap poorly 
made ones. When your child has tired 
of a toy, put it away and give him one 
or two others at a time. This may help 
keep him from becoming bored or de
structive. Nearly every child enjoys play
ing with cardboard boxes, old clothes, 
and other inexpensive items. And, if he 
really feels destructive, he can ruin these 
with little loss. 

Provide opportunity for play with 
other children. The closer playmates are 
in age, the more they benefit from group 
experience. Forming a neighborhood 
play-group is a good way to encourage 
such experience. And it allows each 
mother a little free time too. 

Encourage your child to enjoy make
believe. Games of make-believe such as 
when a child pretends he is a mailman, 
a spaceman, or a gorilla will help him 
develop a lively imagination. 

A void showing your child "how to" 
draw or paint if you expect him to 
develop creative ability. Instead, help 
him to observe things for himself. Be 
appreciative of his efforts-don't criticize 

them. It is better to say "Tell me about 
your picture" rather than "That doesn't 
look like a car to me" or "What is that 
supposed to be?" 

We can easily see that a child's play 
serves as more than a time filler. It is 
the way in which a child develops abili
ties. Play is the means through which he 
comes to an understanding of the activi
ties around him. It is the channel for 
expressing his thoughts and feelings 
about things, people, and events that 
attract his attention. And, of course, it 
is the source of great fun and enjoyment. 

Parents have an important job in set
ting the stage for meaningful children's 
play. Observing your children while they 
play and thinking about some of the 
purposes of play will help you help them 
when cold winds keep them inside this 
winter. 

Recommended Reading About 
Play and Toys 

November issues of Parents' Magazine 
often have articles dealing with chil
dren's play and toys. If you don't sub
scribe to this magazine, your public li
brary may have copies. Two good arti
cles that have appeared in Parents' 
Magazine are: 

Goldenson, Robert M. "Guide to Play 
and Playthings." October 1964. 

Hartley, Ruth E. "Play: A Safety 
Valve for Feelings." November 19.59. 

Single copies of these two bulletins 
can be ordered from the Bulletin Room, 
St. Paul Campus, University of Minne
sota, St. Paul, Minnesota 55101 at no 
charge: 

"Children Need Toys." American Toy 
Institute. New York. 

"How to Choose Toys." American Toy 
Institute. New York. 

Family Activities with Preschool Children 

0 Share your skills-drawing, painting, singing, or sleight-of-hand tricks
with your children. In drawing and painting, do not set standards too high or 
encourage imitation. Rather, let your child work out his own ideas. The fun of 
doing something together will be sufficient help. 

0 Some evening, let both Mother and Dad read parts of a story. This will 
add interest and fun since everyone can take part. 

0 The next day, follow up the story by using clothespins to make some of 
the storybook people. Use scraps of yam, cloth, or paper for the clothes and hair. 
Glue milk caps to the feet or mount the dolls in modeling clay to make them stand. 

0 Some evening when you linger at the dinner table, start the question 
"Guess what happened to me today?" as a time for listening and telling. 
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