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Play is what children are made for and what they want to do best. Children learn 
by doing, touching, watching, even tasting the world around them. Each child fi nds 
new and interesting ways to learn as they play. Children develop critical skills and abili-
ties through play: Th ey think, talk, move, share, compare, and develop socially. Th ese 
early skills lay the foundation for future academic skills in reading, math, and science. 
For example, as your child stacks blocks, he practices hand and eye coordination to 
place each block. He uses fi ne-motor skills to pick up each block and problem-solving 

skills to restack 
blocks that 
tumble. He may 
use language and 
social skills to 
ask for help and 
try again. He 
may arrange the 
blocks by color, 
shape, and size 
or count them. 

A baby try-
ing to feed her-
self learns about 
texture, smells, 
and taste when 
she scoops her 
applesauce in 

her fi sts on the way to her mouth. And toddlers who run around the house as superhe-
roes develop imagination, coordination, and confi dence.

Find activities you and your child already enjoy together. Pay attention to what you 
and your child are doing during these times. Th en pick one thing to add into the activ-
ity to help support a specifi c skill. Other tips for playing are:

 Allow your child to lead the play and make decisions about what to do next. 
Even babies can show you what they want and don’t want. Listen to and watch for cues 
on what they like and try to follow.

 Allow mess and temporary chaos! Most anything can be washed and cleaned 
up, so cover yourselves in shaving cream and bubbles. Use every pot and pan in the 
house to make a house band. Let your child dress you up like a prince.

Jenna Weglarz-Ward has been active in EI services for the past 18 years and is a mother 
of four playful children.
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Borrowing materials 
from the EI 
Clearinghouse is as easy 
as A–B–C:

a Access the 
Online Library 
Catalog at 
our Web site: 

eiclearinghouse.org

 bBooks and DVDs 
are available 
for checkout 
for four weeks 

each and can be mailed 
directly to you.

c Contact us 
to let us 
know which 
materials we 

can send your way!

Phone: (877) 275-3227

E-mail: Illinois-eic@
illinois.edu 

Parents and Children Play to Learn



2

Parent-Child Play Activities to Promote

Information
Station

Early
Intervention
Clearinghouse

eiclearinghouse.org

Play is a natural strategy to help promote 
your child’s growth and development. Use these 
activities to practice playing together with your 
child. Early intervention providers are there 
to support you as you develop confi dence and 
competence in playing with your child. During 
their visits, ask questions and practice strategies to 
play more with your child.

Th e books that appear here provide 
recommended play activities for your developing 
child. To borrow these books and others like them, 
visit the EI Clearinghouse at eiclearinghouse.org.

Physical Development 
Activity: Outdoor play
What you need: Place to walk, blanket, op-

tional bag 
How to do it: For infants and crawlers, place 

a blanket in the grass and let infants enjoy tummy 
time. Let them feel the grass, hold a leaf, or crawl in 
the grass. 

For walking toddlers, make walks interactive by 
stopping and letting toddlers touch and feel leaves, 
tree bark, bricks, and other surroundings. Have the 
children bend down low or reach up high to touch 
leaves, sticks, and rocks. Use a bag to bring these 
treasures home.

How it helps: Taking a walk uses large muscles 
and small muscles that are used to pick up objects.

Fun with Messy 
Play: Ideas and 
Activities for 
Children with 
Special Needs

By Tracey 
Beckerleg

Th e Illinois Early Intervention Clearinghouse is 
a free resource for families. Our goal is to support 
you in promoting your child’s development and 
full participation in family and communication 
activities. We identify and provide information 
and resources (DVDs, weblinks, books, tip sheets) 
for parents that support them in nurturing their 
young child. We help explain EI services and the 
EI system in Illinois. 

Our website (eiclearinghouse.org) has an online 
library catalog of free lending materials related to 
parenting, parenting with special needs, typical 

and atypical development, specifi c disabilities and 
more. We understand that as parents you may 
want to know as much as possible about your 
child’s developmental progress and condition as 
well as what to expect in the future. 

Our library materials are free for you to borrow. 
You can order them online or call us; we will mail 
them to you or send them to your local library for 
you to pick up. You simply return them through 
your public library. 

Contact us by e-mail at illinois-eic@illinois.edu 
or by phone at (877) 275-3227.

The EI Clearinghouse is Your Information Station



3

Building Brains: 
600 Activity 
Ideas for Young 
Children

By Suzanne 
R. Gellens

Activities for 
Responsive 
Caregiving: 
Infants, Toddlers 
and Twos

By Jean Barbre

Cognitive Development
Activity: Big ball, little ball
What you need: Small balls (but still too big to swallow 

or choke on) and larger balls
How to do it: For infants and crawlers, allow baby to ex-

plore diff erent size balls, describing the diff erences while they 
play with it. 

For sitting infants and walking toddlers, sit on the fl oor 
with your feet almost touching the child’s feet. With two 
hands, roll the ball toward the child. Verbally describe what is 
happening. Use diff erent-sized balls to change the game. 

How it helps: Children notice similarities and diff erences 
while taking turns and exploring objects.

Communication Development
Activity: 1, 2, 3 — Hey that’s me!
What you need: Mirror (optional)
How to do it: For infants and toddlers, sit facing each 

other. First verbally count and use your fi ngers saying “1, 2, 
3.” Th en point and identify the diff erent parts of the child’s 
and your face, using the chant: One, two, three, point to your 
mouth; one, two, three, point to your nose; one, two, three — 
hey that’s me! (Repeat using other parts of the body.) Option-
al: Children can use a mirror to look at themselves.

How it helps: Th e repetition and rhythm of the chant 
provide early development of sense of self and personal iden-
tity. 

Kirsten Bara is a recent early childhood special education graduate 
from the University of Illinois with a focus on working with 
children birth to age 3 and their families.

Recursos en español
http://www.eiclearinghouse.org/resources/
guides/spanish.html

Healthy Child Development
Social Emotional 
Development

Activity: Playing with hats
What you need: Hats and other 

things that go on your head (head-
bands, sunglasses, goggles, etc.)

How to do it: For infants and 
crawlers, join your child on a blanket 
and play peek-a-boo by placing the 
hat or object in front of your face and 
the child’s face, taking turns to peek 
through. 

For walking toddlers, take turns 
putting hats or objects on and off  
each other’s heads. Expand the play 
by pretending to sneeze the objects 
off  or play peek-a-boo by covering 
your eyes with a hat that is too big.

How it helps: Playing together 
in a fun way creates a positive feeling 
of attachment and a healthy self-con-
cept.
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Parenting Can Be Child’s Play
Play has been called the work of childhood, but it can be a fun part of parenting. Laughing, 
dancing, pretending, and talking with your child nourishes her development. Any safe activity 
you and your child fi nd fun is play. Here are some suggestions you might consider.

You are your child’s fi rst and favorite “toy.”
Talk, laugh, and sing with your child when you’re together. Try imitating his motions 
and words. Hold him gently and dance with him. Learn and enjoy singing interactive songs such as 
“Pattycake,” “Itsy-Bitsy Spider,” and “Where is Thumbkin?” Find suggestions in children’s songbooks or 
CDs at your local library. Your baby won’t care if the tune or words are exactly right.

Provide developmentally appropriate toys a child can use in diff erent ways.
Consider what is safe for your child’s stage of development. Most children enjoy balls; rolling toys; 
blocks; puppets; dolls; safe dishes; toy animals; plastic or cardboard containers; play telephones or 
other devices;  pieces of fabric such as wash cloths, baby blankets, and scarves; sound makers such as 
rattles, play keys, or toy instruments; or other items parents use. 

All children can play.
Look for ways to play with your child. Consider the child’s abilities and interests. If she loves music, give 
her a box and wooden spoon, rattles, or a bell on a soft ribbon tied around her wrist that she can shake. 
Soft balls or scarves may interest a child who likes color. The parent of a child with special needs can 
fi nd special toys to borrow from agencies such as Lekotek Center and the Illinois Assistive Technology 
Program. A therapist who works with your child also may have suggestions.

Encourage other children to include a child with special needs.
Show the children how to include a child with special needs in their play or make suggestions. Look 
for games and toys that encourage interaction as well as use your child’s abilities. If Jayden has a visual 
impairment, other children can touch him gently and describe what they are doing. Perhaps he can hit 
the drum or shake a bell as part of a band. He could be part of a circle passing a ball that has a bell or 
chime inside. If Mia doesn’t hear well, other children can use pictures and gestures to include her. She 
can toss balls into a basket or stack blocks with them. Friends and family may fi nd it fun to learn simple 
sign language to use with her—and each other.

Resource
Illinois Assistive Technology Program (800) 852-5110
1 W. Old State Capitol Plaza, Suite 100 http://www.iltech.org
Springfi eld, IL 62701

For more information on how parenting can be child’s play, see the Illinois Early Intervention 
Clearinghouse Web site at http://eiclearinghouse.org.

Disability Specifi c Play Ideas 
and Information
http://www.lekotek.org/resources/
informationontoys/packets.asp#Specifi c
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Illinois Calendar 

June 20, 2014
Collinsville

Welcoming Home Baby, Early Intervention Supports 
with Preemies and Medically Fragile Infants 

Contact: EI Training Program
(866) 509-3867 or lgimble@illinoiseitraining.org

July 10, 2014
Waukegan

Helping Families Advocate for Th eir Child in Early Intervention 
Contact: Edna Diaz-Cisneros, 
imdntraining@lakecountyil.gov

Follow us on Facebook and Twitter!
Receive regular updates on library news, resources 

on the Web, and materials at our library.

@eiclearinghouse      Facebook.com/
eiclearinghouse


