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N A M E /  U R L  H E R E

Days at home with very young children can

be pretty overwhelming. However much we

love our children the early years can

sometimes seem somewhat

of an endurance test while we wait for calmer

days ahead!

But what if it doesn't have to be that way? 

I believe that days at home CAN be enjoyable

- you just need the right tools.

This toolkit is designed to help you establish

a playful daily rhythm to make days flow

with more ease. Uncover the secrets of

independent play and learn how to simplify

the activities you do at home. 

Let's get started!

Welcome

Phase One: Set Your Goals

Phase Two: Build Your Daily Rhythm

Phase Three: Fostering Independence

and Boundary Setting

Phase Four: Simplifying Play 

Thank You and Contacts 
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N A M E /  U R L  H E R E

P l a y f u l  D a y s  

a t  H o m e  

T o o l k i t  

Hi! I’m Siân. 

I’m a fully qualified teacher, a mother

to three wonderful children (aged

between 3-12) and wife to Greg.

I really wanted to create this toolkit

because I know just how overwhelming

days at home with very young children

can be. There's the sheer overwhelm of

being constantly in demand. The

boredom of long days at home. 

It's really easy to lose your sense of self

when you feel like you're a 24/7 child

entertainer.

I felt like this for a while. Especially after

my third was born. My health suffered the

consequences and I was even sent for

brain scans to see what was wrong with

me. Turns out I was exhausted.

Over the coming months, I worked on

transforming our days at home. It took

effort and perseverance, but now we have

a daily rhythm that works beautifully for

me and my family. I get time to myself -

and that's real self-care time - and my

children get a mother who is energised

and playful. 

I hope that you will get so much out of

this toolkit and I can't wait for you to get

started on your own journey.

L o v e  S i a n  x

@ T H I S P L A Y F U L H O M E

@ T H I S P L A Y F U L H O M E
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Phase One:
Set Your Goals

P l a y f u l  D a y s  a t  H o m e  T o o l k i t  

Phase 1



"Taking care of
yourself doesn't
mean me first: it
means me too."

P l a y f u l  D a y s  a t  H o m e  T o o l k i t  

Phase 1

LR Knost



You might be wondering, what have playful days at home got to do with self-care: 

 Isn't this toolkit all about playful parenting and establishing a daily rhythm?

Well I believe that the two go hand-in-hand. Because playful parenting isn't actually

about sacrificing yourself and entertaining your children 24/7.

There are so many misconceptions out there about play. Instagram and Pinterest

can give us so many ideas for activities, but they also give the firm impression that

play is something that we as adults need to oversee. And I get it. It can feel really

scary giving up that control and allowing our children to just play. By reading this

eBook and watching the masterclass lessons, you will learn how to prioritise

independent play. 

This toolkit is designed to help you create a gentle daily rhythm, but it will also help

you to establish boundaries and foster independence. Making life (and play) simpler

will mean more time for the things YOU want to do.  When you start to go through

this process, make sure you factor in some time for yourself too. 

And no, this isn't about solo trips to the grocery store - that doesn't exactly count as

self-care. This is about truly having some time to yourself. Whether that is a 10

minute meditation session, doing a workout or even watching your favourite series

on Netflix without passing out from exhaustion.

Check out the ideas on the next page for some tips on getting started. There's also

Self-Care Journal Prompts over in the resources section.

How self-care and daily
rhythms are linked:
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Self-Care looks a little different to everyone. What I count as self-care - that is, going for a solo

walk and riding my exercise bike - might not seem like a great deal of fun to you. Perhaps you

prefer to do yoga or get a weekly manicure.

If you're at a stage where you feel guilty or even stressed about the thought of taking time for

yourself, start off small. That's exactly what I did - I started with just a 10 minute walk by

myself. Aim to introduce a self-care routine that you can do consistently throughout the week. 

Here are some activities to try:

Self-Care: 

meditation                               creative projects                            manicure  

   workout                                    journaling                                        yoga
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nature walk                                   bubble bath                                read a book



Before building your first daily rhythm, you need to get clear on exactly what you want

to achieve from this toolkit. Simply buying the toolkit will only get you so far!

This is about fast-action. Don't wait to decide your goals at another time because it's all

too easy to forget and let life get in the way, especially when you are a busy parent.

So what's the purpose of setting goals during this process? Well, things will only start to

change when you're really focused on making a change.  

Believe me, it is very easy to slip into comfortable habits and only make changes when

you're forced to.

According to James Clear, author of Atomic Habits, it takes 66 days before a new

behaviour becomes automatic.

In order for you to achieve the goals and set a new path for yourself and your children at

home, habits need to be changed. This will take time and focus!

Use the Goal Setting Workbook that is located in the resources section, to focus on the

intended outcome you want from the Playful Days at Home Toolkit. 

The strategies I share with you throughout will only work if you take action and really

think about how you want your days at home to change - so don't skip this part!

You'll be using the goals you've set yourself more in Phase 2 where you will learn about

the importance of establishing a daily rhythm and how to create your own.
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Goal Setting:



My life is easier because the children now have a predictable routine. Transition times

don't get met with battles and resistance - the children know when it is time to tidy-up,

turn off the TV and time to get ready for bed. 

Days at home are calmer.  Our days don't veer between being crazy or boring. I am

more fulfilled because I no longer feel like I'm just sitting at home waiting for

something to happen to me.

I personally have more time to work on my business and my self-care. I go for walks

every morning (by myself) and I also do an hour on the exercise bike each day. The

children know the boundaries of when I can play with them and when I am doing other

tasks.

Playtime has become a real joy. The children spend the majority of their time playing

independently either indoors or outside with the occasional activity to break up their

day. Being in control of their own play has led to them becoming more confident and

independent.

I've been following the exact steps I share here in the Playful Days at Home toolkit for the

last three years. Here's how following the steps in this toolkit helped me:

You can read more about my own personal journey from overwhelmed and exhausted to

in control here. 

My own Journey:

Be kind to yourself
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https://thisplayfulhome.com/about-me/


What do days at home look like right now?

What frustrates you ? 

What brings you joy?

Complete the Goal Setting Workbook that is in the resources section.  When you have

written your answers, turn them into goals. There is an example on how to do this in

both the accompanying Phase 1  Masterclass and within the Goal Setting Workbook.

Place your goal sheet somewhere prominent - maybe the fridge door or even the

bathroom mirror - just somewhere that you will be every day. Keep checking it over the

next 8 weeks. Things will only start to change when you are visualising where you want

to be.

Now you have your goals all ready to go. Let's take a look at where you're at now.

For the next week, before moving on to the next phase of the toolkit, you need to keep a

5 Day Diary. You can use the template in the resources section.

Write down what happens every morning, afternoon, evening. Note down when things

run smoothly and when there are battles, be it resistance to tidying up or sibling

squabbles. You can find an example of what to write in the Phase One Masterclass.

Once you've completed the 5 Day Diary, it's time to start building your daily rhythm!

Action Steps:
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Phase Two:
Build Your 

Daily Rhythm

P l a y f u l  D a y s  a t  H o m e  T o o l k i t  

Phase 2



Have you ever thought about why

children act out during events like

Christmas or even a trip to grandma's?

It's because they are out of their usual

routines! Young children really thrive

when they have a regular flow to their

days. 

You might've also noticed out of

character behaviour during school

holidays if your child is usually used

to going to nursery or preschool. This

is because they have been perfectly

used to things happening in a certain

order and then, all of a sudden they

are at home. 

Whilst the word 'routine' can make

some come out in a cold sweat,

establishing a general rhythm to your

days helps your child to feel safe and

secure.

This isn't about putting a timer on

every single aspect of the day, but

rather creating a flow that you can

stick to without it becoming a burden.

Knowing when it's time to play, time

to get dressed, time to nap and time

to go out really helps your little one

understand what is happening and

enables them to predict what is

coming next which minimises

struggles over transitions. 

How the rhythm will help:

A rhythm will help both you and your

children know what to expect each

day. Over time and with plenty of

practice, your child will start to

understand this rhythm to their days.

13

Phase 2

What is a daily rhythm?



A daily rhythm helps bring certainty and predictability into the days at home.
This is a good thing for children and adults alike- no longer will you be bored one

day and completely overwhelmed the next!

A daily rhythm minimises the potential for tantrums, particularly when it

comes to transitions that happen during the day. Getting dressed, turning

off the TV, tidying-up and going to bed all become easier with a consistent

daily rhythm. 

A daily rhythm allows you to go 100% all-in on whatever you're doing.

Whether that be self-care, work or play! It stops you from feeling like

life is simply happening to you - instead a daily rhythm will put you

firmly in control!

A daily rhythm helps establish boundaries, so that you can get on with

work or other activities, whilst your children play. Phase 3 of the toolkit

will help set you on the path to establishing boundaries and fostering

independence so that there are clear, understandable lines between

worktime and playtime. 

A daily rhythm helps children  to understand when they can really get

stuck into play. Imagine how frustrating it is for a child getting yanked

away from play when they are really in the flow? The daily rhythm you

create will help you child understand when they can play and when it is

time to do other things. 

14
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What are the key ingredients of a
daily rhythm?
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Cup-filling activity:
Spend time doing something

together. This could be anything
from having a hug to baking a

cake.

Independent Play:
This will make up the majority
of your day. Developing play
independence is essential for

both you and your child. 

Outdoor Time:
At least two hours each day should

be outdoors. This is good for
wellbeing and behaviour.

An Invitation to Play or Create:
One planned activity each day will

help your child develop new
interests and skills. Alternatively,

try a practical life activity. 

Reading Together:
Books should be part of your
daily routine. Not only is it a

lovely way to bond but helps to
develop essential learning skills. 

Self-Care:
Factor in time for yourself each

day - even if it is just 10
minutes.



When creating your first daily rhythm, avoid the temptation to overstuff your child's

day with a constant influx of activities. 

Here's why:

If your child gets used to a packed schedule where their entire day is mapped out for

them, it becomes detrimental to both of you. They will find it difficult to play

independently when they do get some down time. It will also lead to you feeling more

overwhelmed because your child is relying on you to entertain them.

Children need time for free, independent play without an adult's agenda thrown in.

This is where the magic happens. Independent play helps children to follow their own

interests -it's really similar to how an adult follows their own hobbies. It gives them a

chance to explore what they like and dislike, solve problems and even make sense of

what has happened during their day.

Independent play also has many benefits, including: 

- problem solving and building resilience

- fostering imagination and creativity 

- developing social skills

- strengthening cognitive abilities 

Less is more!
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"PLAY IS NOT ONLY OUR CREATIVE DRIVE; IT'S A
FUNDAMENTAL MODE OF LEARNING." 

 
DAVID ELKIND



A calm start to the day can make all of the difference to how the rest of it will proceed. If

you feel relaxed, recharged and ready for the joys and challenges of being at home with

young kids, then there's less chance of stress, overwhelm and things spinning quickly out

of control. The easier you can make the start of your day, the better. 

Early mornings can also be a good time to do something for your own wellbeing.

Whether that be a 10 minute meditation session before the children wake up or an

arrangement with your partner where you go for a walk whilst they get breakfast for the

children. 

If you can't manage self-care in the mornings, DO make time elsewhere - naptime or in

the evening when the children in bed.  Remember that it is not selfish to take time out

for yourself!

Having pre-prepared activities available for your children can work really well,

particularly if they are very early risers. There are plenty of ideas to try on the next page.

How to start your morning:
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A peaceful morning coffee to

yourself IS possible when you have

a simple daily rhythm 
 



Morning Ideas:

18

Phase 2

A quick and simple invitation to play using toys

from within the play space. Just grab 2-3 toys and

present them in a way that piques interest. 

Refer to Phase 4 for tips on how to create

invitations to play along with some simple and fun

ideas that can be set up quickly. 

A play dough box. Use either homemade or store

bought dough to put together an open-ended play

box. 

There are plenty of ideas for what to put in a play

dough box in the resources section. 

Listen to an audiobook. Whilst it can feel easier to

just put the TV on, the day tends to go downhill

pretty quickly when children start with screens.

Featured here is the Tonies box. It allows children

to easily change stories and choose what they want

to listen to. Alternatively try Audible or another

story box. 



Morning Ideas:
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Spend time in the play space. Once your child has

started to play independently, they will be more

likely to naturally gravitate towards the play space.

Provide plenty of open-ended toys that will allow

your child to play in a multitude of ways. 

A simple puzzle that your child can complete

independently. This is crucial if you want to do

other tasks (such as get ready for the day) whilst

your child plays! 

Puzzles are a fantastic early learning activity,

helping cognitive development, hand-eye

coordination, problem solving and fine motor skills 

A sticker book or magnetic play book. This is

another easy resource to get out at the start of the

day. The mess is minimal and they help to develop

language and fine motor skills too. Our favourites

are from Usborne Books and Melissa & Doug. 

Check age recommendations, especially with

children aged under 3. 



Aim to do one cup filling activity with your child each day.

Cup filling activities are ones which typically help you to connect with your child and make

them feel secure. It helps you maintain a strong bond.

Play is one of the main ways you can help to fill your child's cup. Taking time out to just play

without testing, questioning or turning it into a lesson is such a great way to connect. There's

more on how to play WITH your child in Phase 3 of the toolkit. 

Other cup filling activities will depend on the age and personality of your child. 

Whereas one child might love sitting down to an arts and crafts session with you, another

might prefer to play ball at the local park or even get a hot chocolate at a local cafe!

Reading is another great universal favourite- there's nothing better

than curling up on the couch and listening to a story!

If you have more than one child, aim to schedule 

one-to-one connection time each week. This is where

you take out one of your children and do something 

fun together.

Cup filling activities: 
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How we do it:

As a parent to three children with a large age gap (there's 9 years between my eldest and

youngest), one-to-one connection time has been crucial for helping to maintain a strong bond.

Each weekend, my husband and I take the children out individually to spend some time

together. My eldest son (12) loves going to museums and eating sushi whereas my youngest (3)

loves a trip to the local ice-cream parlour. 



Most experts around the world recommend at least 2 hours of outdoor time  every single

day. This often feels easier said than done, especially when you have weather extremes to

contend with or a busy schedule.

Where you live in the world and the types of temperatures you experience on a daily basis

could be a big factor in how you structure your daily rhythm.  For example, if you live in a

hot climate, get outdoors early in the morning and late afternoon to avoid the midday sun.

Weather appropriate clothing is crucial in order to get outside every single day.  Items like

wide-brimmed sunhats, waterproof trousers or snow boots can make all of the difference!

Save money by buying gender neutral colours that can be passed down to younger children

or search local swap groups - there's no need to always buy new. 

If you find the idea of a 2 hour chunk outdoors overwhelming, break up the time into two or

more sessions throughout the day. 

Outdoor Time:
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Our Story:

We moved from a leafy suburban area of Canberra,

Australia to apartment living in Vienna, Austria in 2019. It

was initially a shock to the system because we were so used

to being out in nature whenever we pleased.

We now break up outdoor time into two sessions (morning

and afternoon) to make it manageable. We also take longer

trips into the countryside each weekend to get a much

needed dose of fresh air.

Outdoor time makes all the difference to my children,

particularly my youngest. He is noticeably calmer when we

spend more time outside!



The vast majority of your child's day should be spent engaged in

independent play.  In fact, play is so important that it is included within

the UN rights of the child. This does include time spent outdoors as well

as time in a play space. 

Whilst it might feel like you are being too hands-off as a parent if you do

not provide a constant stream of activities, the more you can allow your

child to play freely and authentically, the better. Play has many

executive function benefits, enabling children to concentrate better and

stay focused. 

Building up to longer durations of independent play time will make

your child more creative and confident. At the moment, this might feel

like the impossible task, but think of it like a muscle - the more

independent play is 'exercised' the longer your child will be able to play.

Aim to include at least 2 independent play sessions within your daily

rhythm. 

Play and planned activities are explored in more detail in phases 3 and 4

of the Playful Days at Home Toolkit. 

Play Time: 
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My Story:

I used to feel terribly guilty about my children playing independently and I would spend my entire

day keeping them entertained! But it was exhausting mentally and physically, which eventually led to

burn out. When I stepped back and started to introduce more time for independent play, we all

flourished. My children played more creatively and I started to get my energy back. 

"PLAY IS THE
WORK OF

CHILDHOOD." 
 

FRED ROGERS



Reading is an essential part of any daily rhythm. Include at least one reading session each day. 

Reading books together is a beautiful way to build connections - which means it's a great 'cup filling'

activity too. 

If you struggle to get your child to sit down and listen to a book, try the following:

- Simply continue to read whilst they play! They will still take the story in.

- Allow them to choose their own books from the bookstore or library.

- Stick to a regular time each day - try using the 3 books at bedtime method! 

 

Reading 
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CHILDREN WHO ARE READ

TO AT LEAST THREE TIMES
A WEEK BY A FAMILY

MEMBER ARE ALMOST
TWICE AS LIKELY TO SCORE

IN THE TOP 25% IN
READING COMPARED TO

CHILDREN WHO ARE READ
TO LESS THAN 3 TIMES A

WEEK.'
 

(LITERACYPROJECTFOUNDATION.ORG)



Experts recommend a maximum of an hour

of screen-time per day for children aged

between 2 and 5 which is all very well and

good, but I think we've all been in a position

where TV just feels like the golden solution!

Here's the thing though, the more TV your

child gets to watch, the more they want! It

becomes a battle and before you know it, the

TV gets switched on before breakfast and

becomes background noise for the rest of

the day. However, not all TV is terrible!

There are TV shows that are educational

(Super Simple Songs for example), ones that

help your children learn new skills (whether

it be taekwondo or dance) or even help them

relax (Cosmic Kids Yoga). 

I recommend that you stick to one TV

session per day. Ideally this would be in

the afternoon after a full day of playing.

Perhaps before dinner and the evening

routine so that there is a clear cut-off

point. 

The problem with starting with TV is that

it becomes incredibly difficult to switch it

off again. It's easy to let things slip and

transitions can be met with resistance. 

Regardless on where you opt to put TV

time within your daily rhythm, over the

coming weeks you'll start to find less

resistance as your children become used

to their new daily rhythm.

How we do screen time:

When my eldest son was little, he used to watch TV in the mornings so that I could get ready for

the day. Whilst initially this seemed to make life a little easier, I started to notice a few negatives to

this. Once the TV was on, it would become increasingly more difficult to get him to do anything

else. So we decided that screens would only go on in the afternoons.

Because we don't have a separate play space, I removed the main trigger (the TV remote) to

minimise battles over the TV. Nowadays, they don't even ask to watch a programme in the

morning because they are so used to our daily rhythm. 
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What about screen time?

https://www.nct.org.uk/baby-toddler/games-and-play/screen-time-for-babies-and-toddlers-evidence#:~:text=Interestingly%2C%20American%20Academy%20of%20Pediatrics,children%2C%20one%20hour%20a%20day.


Audiobooks! Audiobooks are great for boosting language

skills and imagination. They are the perfect addition to the

play space too, particularly if your child is able to control

what they are listening to. 

Character toys. Whilst I mainly recommend having open-

ended toys in the play space (more on this later) the

occasional character toy can help your child adapt. Initially

they might just recreate scenes from their favourite shows

before moving on to their own ideas.

Removing triggers. For example, moving the TV remote

out of sight for the majority of the day.  If you are able to,

have the TV in a different space to the play area.

The main thing is to remain firm and consistent. That is why

TV will only go on at a certain stage of the day. 

Be clear on why you aren't going to have the TV on for so long,

but focus on the positives. e.g. 'We're going to keep the TV off until

the afternoon. This is so we get lots of time to play and go outside.

Before dinner is when we can put the TV on.' 

Here are some other things that will help:

How to get to the stage where the
screens go off without resistance:

25

Phase 2



Just like every other part of your day, the countdown to

bedtime works best if it's a predictable part of the routine so

the period after dinner should look more or less the same

each day.

This can be a similar format to the beginning of your day.

Something calming and easy to set up, for example, a puzzle,

audiobook or time in the play space. Alternatively, use the

evenings for some family bonding time. Perhaps play a

simple board game or FaceTime grandma. 

This calming end to the evening can then be followed by

bath-time and a bedtime story (or three). All of these

activities in order act as a cue for bedtime. It shows your

child that it is almost time to go to sleep. 

However you choose to conduct your early evening time,

keep it simple and predictable, following a similar pattern

each time. 

And what about you? The end of the day is another great

opportunity to have some self-care time. Whether than just

simply be Netflix and a glass of wine or a meditation session.

Aim to do something purely for you. Refer to the self-care

journal in the resources section for some points to reflect on. 

Evening Routine:
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To get you started with your own daily rhythm and give you an idea of how it all works, let's

take a look at my own daily rhythm. In this version, I have included notes on what I do during

the day too. This is so that you can see where I do my own activities which includes chores,

work and self-care. Below you will see how this translates to a visual guide for children. 

For reference, my youngest two children are aged 3 and 5 now. They are usually awake by

6am. My youngest goes to bed at 5.30-6pm and my daughter at 7.30pm. Neither child naps

anymore so naptime is not included within our daily rhythm!

My husband works full-time so the majority of his time with the children is before 9am and

after 5pm. When he is home, he is fully involved in family life - cooking, the bedtime routine

and so on. 

The daily rhythm evolves as the children grow and commitments change.

Our daily rhythm:
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How the rhythm is presented to the children:

A visual representation of your daily rhythm will help

your child adjust to the new normal. 

Keep this very simple for children under 5 with symbols

or drawings rather than words. Only include the

transitions that apply to them to avoid confusion.

Within the Daily Rhythm Planner, you will find a

template to use - this is located in the resources section. 



Our daily rhythm:
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Early morning:
When the youngest two children wake-up, they will come in for a cuddle (cup filling time). This is
then followed by independent play in the play space whilst I drink my coffee.

After I've finished my coffee, I go for a walk for my own wellbeing whilst my husband supervises
breakfast time. When I get back, he leaves for work.

 

Mid morning:
The children get dressed and clean their teeth. We then go for a long walk and spend time in the
local park. We either take snacks with us or drop in at the local cafe for a drink and a treat. Both of
these activities count as cup filling time. 

When we get back, the children play independently in the play space whilst I do work. They are
settled and happy because they have spent quality time with me. 

 

Lunchtime:
The children will tidy the play space before lunch.

After lunch, we have quiet time in place of naptime. This often takes the form of using the art trolley
or listening to an audiobook. I often use this time to sit and do work or catch up on some chores.  

 

Early Afternoon:
I invite the children to do an open-ended activity. This is usually an activity that cannot be safely left
out in the play space. For example a fine motor activity using small items or a messy sensory
activity.

This is followed by time outside in the garden. The children play freely whilst I read. 
 

Late Afternoon:
After being outside again, the children return to the play space. This is where I join in for a 30
minute play session with them. I either join in with the game (if I'm invited), play side-by-side or use
the time to observe current behaviours and interests. 

Whilst I make dinner for the children, they will watch some TV. 

Early Evening :
Before going to bed, the children will play independently, then tidy up ready for bed. On weekends,
this is replaced with family games night or a family friendly movie. 

This is followed by bath time, three stories, then sleep time. My husband and I share the bedtime
routine duties. 



Now that you understand the general components of a daily rhythm, how do you get

started? 

First you need to download the Daily Rhythm Planner which is located in the

resources section. The accompanying masterclass video to this section of the guide

explains in more detail how to use the planner.

Start building out your first rhythm - trial it over the next 2 weeks, you can always

adapt and change as you observe your children's needs and go through the rest of this

toolkit. 

Don't forget to refer to the diary you kept in Phase 1. Take note of the highlights (and

low points) to help you build a rhythm that will work for you and your family

It's also important to note that your rhythm will evolve as your children get older and

commitments change. Maybe that's dropping a nap in favour of quite time or making

your daily walk part of the nursery drop-off.

 

Action Steps:

29

Phase 2



Phase Three:
Fostering

Independence and
Boundary Setting

P l a y f u l  D a y s  a t  H o m e  T o o l k i t  

Phase 3



With goals and plans at the ready, it's now time

to start turning it all into a reality.

Because it's all very well me telling you that

independent play should be a big factor in your

day - but what if your child won't leave your

side for 5 seconds so you can even use the

restroom?

Success here lies in fostering independence and

setting boundaries.

Creating your daily rhythm is a great way to set

you off on the journey towards more playful

parenting, but it isn't a magic wand.

If your child has been used to you scheduling

out every minute of the day with lots of

planned activities and external groups, then

they will need time to adjust and adapt to this

new normal. 

Likewise, if you have always tidied up after

your child, helped them put on their coats and

shoes and done all the household chores

yourself, then they won't suddenly do all of

these things automatically overnight. 

You need to start putting systems and habits in

place so that your children can start to become

more independent and also understand the

boundaries you will put in place regarding your

own involvement in play.

31

Phase 3

My Story:

Getting my children to a place where they

became independent took time and

persistence.

Repetition was the key. I had to be patient and

allow my children to do things for

themselves: from coat zippers to putting on

shoes! I started getting ready to leave the

house a good 20 minutes before I normally

would. 

Did it frustrate me at times? Yes absolutely!

But I knew I was playing the long game. 

The same went for play. I looked at the

resources we had and the activities we did,

making them as open-ended as possible. 



Are your children able to get their coat down from the peg independently?

Do they know where their shoes are kept?

Are they able to access a drink without having to ask?

Do they know where toys are supposed to go when they are asked to tidy up?

Can they reach the clothes in their wardrobe so they can actually get dressed independently?

Accessibility = independence. The more child-friendly and accessible you make your home,

the more independent they will become.

A child cannot possibly become independent in hanging up their coat or even getting dressed

in the morning, if they quite literally can't reach their things!

Helping your child get to the point where they can do things all by themselves is a 

huge milestone for everyone concerned: they develop confidence and you 

have just a little bit less on  your plate. 

From 2 onwards, start encouraging your toddler to put their shoes and coat on independently.

Whilst it does take longer initially and it might seem easier to just do it for them, you will

actually be saving yourself time in the future!

Keep repeating the new processes. E.g. 'After we come inside, we put away our shoes in the cubby

and hang up our coats' until it becomes an ingrained habit. 

Independence is an absolute non-
starter if your child cannot access
the things they need to become
independent! 
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Mirror at child height.  Washcloth, soap
and hairbrush in a basket.

 Toothbrush and toothpaste at accessible
height (around age 3/4+).  

Stool to reach the sink/ toilet.

Low-level pegs. Baskets or cubbies for
shoes and bags labelled with stickers

or the child's name.

Lowered clothes rack.
Essential items in bottom drawers.

Seasonal clothing stored away.
Acrylic mirror at child level.

Stool to reach the sink/ work surfaces.
A small selection of healthy snacks in
low level cupboard (around age 3/4+).
Water dispenser and cups accessible.

Accessibility = Independence

MAIN ENTRANCE BEDROOM

BATHROOM KITCHEN



When the children wake up and get out of bed, they need to then make the bed

Before going outside, all of the toys need to be tidied away

After an activity is finished with, it is taken apart and all the pieces put back in the right

place

When coming back into the house, coats go on pegs and shoes in the cubby holes

Alongside the daily rhythm that you created in the previous phase, you can forge some

new habits as a family. 

You can download a habit tracker app or use the Habits Tracker printable from the

resources section to help you but essentially these are very small, easy to do tasks that you

can start adding to your day. This works for us adults too, so by all means create your own

habit goals too!

Remember, these habits need to fit in with the flow of your day to help make your daily

rhythm a success. Here are some examples:

Choose just 2-3 habits at a time to avoid overwhelm. Once you and your children have

gotten used to the first set of habits, you can then move on and add more. 

Forge New Habits
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My Story:

Like anything concerning young children, forging new habits did take time and

reminders. By having labelled cubbies, an organised system for toys and child friendly,

accessible pegs life did become much easier!

One of the most important things was to be consistent, so if one of my children forgot to

put their things away, I would call them back to do it - even if it would've been easier to

just do it myself!

https://www.lifehack.org/668261/best-habit-tracking-apps


Repeat after me, your children are perfectly

capable of helping around the house!

They might not do it 'perfectly' but you need to let

go of high standards when you have kids. They are

learning, they will get better over time. If you

involve them in tasks around the house, they will

grow in confidence and feel more independent. It

also helps your child to feel like they are

contributing to the family in a meaningful way

which has been proven to boost self-esteem.

I'm really hesitant to use the word 'chore' here,

because that has connotations of being boring and

dull - or even a punishment.

Focus instead on this being a job that helps out the

whole family. The younger children are when you

introduce the concept of them helping out, the

better.

Labels, nametags or even stickers can help your

children to become involved in the process of

tidying up because they will start to understand

where items are kept. 

Family Involvement
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Having designated drawers, pegs or baskets in

which to place items such as shoes, hats, coats

and bags will help you avoid outdoor gear being

dumped

Having the play space shelving, along with toys,

neatly presented will help your children to

understand where items belong.

Again, this is going to take some gentle

reminders and reinforcement in the early days.

Your child needs to clearly understand that when

they are done playing, items need to go back

where they belong.

How my own family are involved:

Having 3 children means everyone pitches in!

 

My eldest son (12) does the dishwasher and

takes the rubbish out. 

My daughter (5) lays the table for dinner and

will wipe down afterwards.

My youngest (3) puts his toys away and helps

clean up after sensory play. He's also just

started to put his plate back in the kitchen

after food too. 



Tidy-up Time:

When it comes to forging new habits at home, tidying-up can be one of the most contentious.

Young children can be extremely resistant to putting away the toys they so enthusiastically took

out!

This can be frustrating for us adults. But instead of getting exasperated and snapping, 'clean this

mess up now!' or 'tidy your room!' it's really important to remain calm and consistent with your

approach.

So here's the thing, what looks like a huge mess to us as adults is actually an incredible play scene

in our child's eyes. 

I always liken this to the opening scenes of the Toy Story movies - you know where Andy is

fully immersed in his imaginary adventures and in his mind everything is epic?

Honour your child's play by putting yourself in your child's shoes. To them, it's not a huge mess

but a big adventure instead.  

Thankfully, the daily rhythm you have started to establish will make tidy-up time so much

easier. When children know each transition time well, there is less resistance. 
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Firstly, only tidy when it's necessary to do so - for example at the end of a play session (just before

lunch or before bed, for example).  If your child is still planning to play, then you could be

unintentionally disrupting the flow of play.  

You can try giving a 5 minute warning that toys need to be tidied away so that they are prepared to

do so.  Clearly explain why - e.g. 'I know you're having a really fun time, but it's bedtime now so we need to

tidy away in a few minutes. Would you like to take a photo first?'

Ask your child to put away a specific item - blocks for example - and get involved yourself to make

it a team effort. Young children do need guidance and it is helpful for them to know that they have

a specific job to do. 

Turn the process into a fun game instead of a dreary task. For example, put music on - can they

tidy away their blocks by the end of the song?  Alternatively work on counting skills - can they tidy

up 5 items? Who can do it quickest? 

And if they are really reluctant to tidy because they are proud of their hard work, you can always

take a photo to help them keep a lasting memory of their work!

Choose a special tidy-up song that acts as a cue for your children to put things away. Click here for

an example by Super Simple Songs on YouTube. 

Methods to try during tidy-up time:
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SFE0mMWbA-Y


12 months:
Tidy-up toys after play

 
 

2 - 3 years:
Tidy away toys/books
Put rubbish in the bin

Put dirty laundry in the hamper
Put coat and shoes away

 
 

4-5 years: 
Sort and fold laundry

Tidy bedroom & make bed
Help prepare food

Set the table
Feed pets

 

Action Steps:
Set 2-3 new habits that are simple enough for you and your family to stick to for 30

days. These should be habits that will help foster independence. Use the Habit

Tracker printable in the resources section or alternatively, download a Habit

Tracker app. 
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Age suggestions for new
habits



Truly independent play might be

something that you need to build up to,

especially if your child is currently used to

every aspect of their day being planned

out. 

It's worth also noting how long a child can

play for, because it really does depend on

their age. As adults we can become quite

frustrated if our children walk off after a

few minutes of play, so these average

durations should help ease your mind.

When it comes to independent play, the

timings can be surprisingly short. 

On average, it's just 2-5 minutes per year

of age*:

1 year: 2-5minutes

2 years: 4-10 minutes

3 years: 6-15 minutes

4 years: 8-20 minutes

5 years: 10-25 minutes

Check your home environment: Do

your children have easy access to their

toys? Are they presented in an inviting

way?

Locate the play space close to the main

hub of activity so that they can see you

whilst they play. This is particularly

helpful for more anxious children. 

Create play invitations that prompt

your child to play with their toys in new

ways. 

Include plenty of independent play

sessions - at least 2 - in your daily

rhythm. 

4 ways you can help your child play

independently:

It's worth using the 'muscle' analogy when it

comes to independent play. The more we

use our muscles, the stronger they get. The

more opportunities your child gets to use

their independent play 'muscle', the easier it

will become to get them playing

independently for longer. 

Steps to getting your child 
to play independently:
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*SOURCE: GAERTNER ET AL. 2008 (JOURNAL OF INFANT CHILD DEVELOPMENT)



If you currently struggle to get your child to play by themselves, here are the steps to take to encourage

longer durations of independent play: 

1.Fill their Cup FIRST before expecting independent play

If at present your child will only start playing if you join in, then start off the session playing with them.

Make a really conscious effort to be fully involved in play - remove your phone from the space and focus

on the activity in hand.

2.Keep Promises

Choose a moment to go and do a small task (e.g. make a cup of tea or send an email), then come back to

the play. It's important to tell them what you are doing and be clear that you will come back.

Once your child has got used to that, move away for longer periods. The key here is to gain trust by always

coming back. Your child will only become more clingy if they think you're just trying to sneak off.

3.Use the daily rhythms you've created as a family to encourage a little more play.

E.g. 'I'm going to start making dinner in 10 minutes, how about you play for just a little longer, then you

can help me?'

It can be frustrating when we feel like our children are always clinging to us. But remaining calm is crucial

- children are great at picking up on our tone and will in fact become more clingy, the more stressed we

get.

Our own journey to independent play:

I used to be the mum who organised every single aspect of the day. I used to also be the mum who felt

guilty whenever my kids played alone!

Structuring our days so that there was a balance between cup filling activities and independent play

allowed a gradual journey towards longer durations of independent play. For us this initially meant

trips to the park and a daily coffee-shop stop before independent play happened. We also reduced

planned activities to just one per day to minimise the expectation that I would always act as entertainer. 

Steps to getting your child 
to play independently:



One of the easiest things you can do to help get your child playing independently is to make sure that

the majority of toys in the play space are open-ended in nature. 

Battery operated toys often come with the promise from the manufacturer of being educational, but

the reality is somewhat different. Unfortunately, once the novelty has worn off, battery-operated toys

are the ones that get completely ignored.

That's not to say that you should remove all of them from your play space. A cash register is a good

example of a battery operated toy that has value. Instead try to limit to just one battery operated toy

when you do a play space rotation.

Open-Ended Toys v.
Battery Operated Toys 
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Act ive  toys  =  pass ive  p lay

P lay  happens  to  the  ch i ld

Limi ted  opt ions

Set  ru les  to  fo l low 

Battery Operated Open-ended

Pass ive  toys  =  ac t ive  p lay  

Chi ld  contro l s  p lay  by

manipula t ing  toys

Boos t s  c rea t iv i ty  and

problem so lv ing  sk i l l s

Mul t ip le  ways  to  p lay



The 70/30 
Method for 
Toy Rotations:

If you have 10 toys out

in the play space, just 3

out of the 10 toys

would be 'closed' - for

example a puzzle, a

DIY game designed to

focus on a skill or role

play item such as the

doctor's bag.

The toys that you have in the play space

really do matter. It's one thing to have

weekly toy rotations but if no one is

playing then it's a pointless exercise. 

Children need a variety of open-ended

toys and resources that help encourage

creative play. 

The 70:30 method is a good rule of

thumb to follow. The majority of your

toys should be open-ended. Use the

photos on the left as a frame of

reference. 

GEARS

CARS DOCTOR'S 
BAG

DIY 
GAMEGRIMMS 

RAINBOW

NUMBER
PUZZLE

SUMBLOX WOODEN
BLOCKS

TRAIN
SET

GRAPAT 
CARLA

SET



The 70:30 method is an excellent guideline which will help you to reconsider the types of toys you

place out for your child. Along with the rest of the guidelines within the toolkit it should help your

child to start playing  independently for longer durations.

The next stage dives a little deeper and will help you to cater to your child's play needs. The categories

can be interchangeable with the 70:30 method. 

Let's take a look at two of the toys featured on the previous page as an example: a number puzzle is an

example of a 'closed' toy whereas the wooden Sumblox can be used in many different ways, making

them open-ended, yet both toys would be categorised in the 'educate' section because they help

children to recognise and explore numbers. 

Include a range of items within
the play environment:
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fine
motor 

books 

educate

dramatic 
play 

gross
motor 

Books: include at least 4-6 books, presented

in a small bookstand.

Educate: toys include puzzles or items with

a number/alphabet/ shape/ colour theme.

Dramatic play: these toys help children to

play make-believe. For example, a doctors

bag or cash register.

Gross motor: including at least one gross

motor toy is particularly important if you

have limited outdoor space. Beanbags, a

wobbelboard or gym mat, for example.

Fine motor: these items help develop

finger dexterity and hand-strength. Both

are essential for pre-writers! This includes

small animal figurines, blocks and puzzles. 

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.



A play space is so much more than a beautiful space.

Instagram photos tend to have us believing that you need

heaps of expensive toys but the reality is more practical

than that. 

Instead it should be a place where your child can play in

an uninhibited way. You want them to feel safe and

confident in this space, without the fear that they will be

reprimanded.

Magda Gerber, founder of the RIE method of parenting,

was a huge advocate of the 'yes space' and this quote sums

it up perfectly:

Magda's definition of a safe play space? It's one where if your

baby was left on her own all day, she would be hungry, upset,

and need a new diaper when you returned but she would be

physically unharmed." - Baby Knows Best: Raising a

Confident and Resourceful Child the RIE Way. 

Of course, this isn't about leaving your children

completely unsupervised for large periods of the day but

rather giving them a chance to play independently. 

How a yes space helps
to prolong
independent play 
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https://amzn.to/2Rnl9UL


experience pure uninterrupted play

develop independence and independent play

choose to make their own decisions on what to do and when to do it

develop concentration

experience freedom of movement

experience greater feeling of calm since they will be less frustrated at the

environment they are in

A 'yes space' will allow you to get on with other tasks (close by to your child) without you

having to intervene every couple of minutes. 

The more your child can play uninterrupted, the more likely they are to play for longer

periods independently. 

Yes spaces allow your child to:
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FEATURES OF A YES SPACE

SAFE
You need to approach a yes space in a similar way to baby proofing a room. This

includes securing furniture, removing strangulation hazards and ensuring the room is

in good condition.

The safety checklist on the next page will help you to determine whether your current

space needs to be adapted. 

AGE APPROPRIATE

Consider the needs and developmental stage of your youngest child. If you have any

children under the age of 3, ensure that any choking hazards are removed from the room.

If you have an age-gap between children, try keeping smaller toys in the older sibling's

room. Alternatively, get smaller toys out during your younger child's naptime. 

Age appropriate items mean less frustration when it comes to play too. 

LIMITED ITEMS

Avoid overstuffing your play space with lots of toys. Children are much more likely to

just 'dump and run' if there is too much on offer. 

Fewer items on display will allow your child to really consider what they want to play

with and come up with more creative ideas too. Another bonus is that limited items also

makes clean-up time much easier!

AVOID ITEMS THAT NEED CLOSE SUPERVISION

Art materials can be a nice addition to the play space but only if your child can use them

appropriately. Instead, try an art trolley that can be easily moved when you are not

around to supervise.

Avoid activities with small items - e.g. marbles or pompoms - that could pose a choking

hazard to young children.

A Yes Space has some key features that allow your child to play independently. Use this infographic to

check that your play space is appropriate for the age and developmental needs of your children. 

 



Safety Checklist

 

To create a 'yes space' for your children to play in, you need to make it safe and secure first.
This checklist will help:

Furniture needs to be secured to the walls. Shelves can feel like an open

invitation to climb for adventurous toddlers!

Remove furniture from underneath windows. This minimises the

temptation to climb. Also check that window locks are in place -

especially if you live in an apartment. 

Remove strangulation hazards such as blind cords or low-hanging

decorations. Young children can see low-hanging decorations as an

invitation to pull and swing. 

Check that any houseplants you have aren't poisonous. There is list of

suitable plants available in the resources section.

Check over furniture, soft furnishings and toys to make sure they are in

good condition. Remove any items that could cause splinters, cuts or be a

potential trip hazard. 

Consider a baby gate if you have a baby or toddler. Particularly if your

play space is close to the kitchen or any other areas where your child's

safety might be a concern - near stairs for example. 



When your child asks you to play with them,

they are looking for connection. 

It is their way of communicating with you and

often, you can gain insights into how they are

feeling and what's happened in their day.

For example, if your child has recently started

school, their games might revolve around the

classroom and events that have happened.

Essentially, it's a much more effective means of

getting to know what your child has done in a day,

rather than simply asking, 'what did you do at

school/nursery today?'

Play is one of the ultimate cup filling exercises that

you can do with young children. 

It's best to ask if you can play alongside them first -

rather than inserting yourself into play. They

might not always want you to join in after all. If

they don't want you to play, respect that. They

aren't being rude or trying to make you sad, I

promise. They are just focused on what they are

doing!

Of course this is different with babies and

younger toddlers who aren't communicating

clearly yet- in this instance just get down on

the floor and play side-by-side with them. 

Can't play when your child asks you to?

You don't have to drop everything if you're in

the middle of writing something important for

work or cooking dinner, but the key here is

setting aside a good 30 minute block each day

so you can have some quality time with your

child. 
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Playing WITH 
 your child 

How I play with my children:

This differs from child to child. With my

youngest (3), I tend to play side-by-side

with him, creating my own scenarios. He

will either sit next to me doing his own

thing or collaborate. For him, play

invitations with toys from the play space

work well to give him inspiration.

With my daughter (5) I wait to be invited

to her imaginary games. She is the director

and I take on a role, following her lead. 



YOU are the facilitator of  play. 

You buy the toys that your children play with. 

You display those toys in an inviting way in the play space and you also create invitations to

play* to entice your child to play for longer.

How you sit down and play with your child can actually help or hinder their ability to play

independently too.

If you're always jumping in with suggestions as to how your child should be playing or trying to

direct their independent play sessions, they will lose confidence.

If you're constantly testing them with questions during play, then play is no longer fun either. 

Play is not a test

You don't need to give your child a quiz when you play with them so avoid unnecessary

questions such as, 'What colour is the block?' or 'What noise does a sheep make?'

A barrage of questions makes children lose their focus, leaving them distracted. When the goal is

to help foster independence, you really WANT them to be able to play uninterrupted. 

If you're worried that they won't learn anything 

without questioning, try narrating what they do 

instead. For example, 'Elliott is playing with the 

yellow block' or, 'I have the sheep. Baa! Baa!'

Play leads to understanding 

Through watching your child play and getting stuck 

in with their games, you will be able to understand 

so much more about your child's behaviours and 

interests.

*There is more information about how to create 

play invitations in Phase 4. 

What exactly IS your role in play?



How long should you play for?

This is partly going to depend upon you and your

children. I'd recommend a minimum of 30 minutes

-  spread throughout the day if you need to. If you

want to play for longer, providing your child has

invited you to, then by all means play for longer.

Going all In

Whatever you are doing in your day, you need to

get in to the mindset of going all in. So no

distractions from your phone or any other

temptations that might make you lose your focus.

This philosophy particularly applies to when you

are playing with your children. Kids know when

they are being short-changed and you are only

paying them part of your attention. 

When you get invited to play, you need to get into

the mindset of going 100% all in to the activity. 

3 Ways to Play with your Child:

Observe: with the very young, you may just

want to sit by their side. Your presence will be

enough. This will also help to aid your

understanding of your child's behaviours and

interests.

Engage: As adults, we can start to feel a little self

conscious once we start to revisit the realm of

childhood imagination. Take your child's lead

and follow the flow of their game. You are the

assistant to their director. 

Side-by-side: If your child is  a little younger

and not in to imaginary games, you may want to

play side-by-side. This is a great way to show

them new skills - building a house out of

magnetic tiles for example - without telling

them what they should do. 

But most important of all, please do not try and

takeover with your suggestions. 

Children are the play experts so let them take

the lead, even if the creations or ideas they are

coming up with seem random to your adult

eyes!

How to play with your child: 
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"The single most
important skill parents

can acquire is playing."  
Lawrence J. Cohen



With the previous work you have done on

establishing a rhythm for your family, your

child will come to expect when you can and

can't play with them. 

It is very easy to succumb to the 'mummy

martyrdom' mindset of dropping things for

your child (and then feeling resentful for it) but

it is vitally important that they see you as a

human being too. 

Be very clear on when you can play and when

you are working or taking time for yourself.

You don't want to be constantly jumping on

demand to play or get a snack, particularly if

you are in the middle of something important

that requires your attention. 

Ultimately this is where the daily rhythm really

comes in to play - the more consistent you are

with your daily rhythm, the more likely your

children will be able to understand when you

can play and when you cannot.

It is perfectly okay to say no to your child, but

do explain the reason why. 

For example: 'I can't play with you right now, I'm

just finishing this email to work. I will be another 15

minutes and then I can play with you.'

or 'I can't play right now as I'm just preparing

dinner. Would you like to help me instead or wait

until after dinner to play?'

Being very clear on your intentions helps your

child to understand the reason behind your

response, whereas a sharp, 'not now, I'm busy!'

doesn't really mean anything to them.
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Establishing Play
Boundaries 

How I developed boundaries:

It wasn't easy going from 24/7 entertainer to

making time for myself - I felt so much guilt! 

I started off small: just the goal of writing an

email or Instagram post whilst they played

independently. I was firm and consistent if

they asked me for things during this time. 

These days I can work for up to an hour

whilst the children play independently. 

The daily rhythm and 'yes' space we

established helped us to achieve this. 



EVALUATE the toys you currently have in the play space. Use the 70:30 rule

to check that you have enough open-ended toys. See the Toy List within the

resources section for examples.

CHECK that your home environment follows the yes space principles. Make

modifications as needed.

PLAY for at least 20 minutes each day. Follow the observe / engage / side-

by-side methods. Identify which works best for your child. Use the play

observation sheet to help you understand your child's current behaviours

and interests. 

Action Steps:
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Phase Four:
Simplifying Play

P l a y f u l  D a y s  a t  H o m e  T o o l k i t  

Phase 4



Playful days at home are made much, much

easier if you simplify what play means in

your home.

Independent play does play a huge role in

this, but there will be times when something

planned or pre-prepared goes a long way.

Whilst Instagram and Pinterest can be

credited for helping us all get ideas for play

quickly, the problem lies in the perception

that play needs to be beautiful or that you as

a parent needs to put an enormous amount

of effort into a cardboard creation. 

Of course, the problem here  goes around in

circles: only the really lovely play invitations

get all of the likes and attention, whilst the

more real interpretations of play don't look

quite so nice.

In reality, you really don't need to make

planned activities look wonderful in order

for them to be engaging. And that's the point

here, you want planned activities to draw in

your child - so the pressure is off!

It's so important to note that real, authentic

play is ENTIRELY child led. 

That is why the majority of play should be of

the independent variety and in the play space

but that doesn't mean that planned activities

are bad. 

In an ideal world (one where you don't need to

worry about getting paint on the walls of your

rental apartment) you would leave everything

out as an invitation in the play space for your

child to naturally gravitate towards.

This phase of the Playful Days at Home Toolkit

however, will focus on what is realistic at home.
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Our own experience:

Switching from elaborate play

activities with a fixed outcome to

simple, open-ended invitations lead to

my children being engaged in play for

longer.

All of the activities we do today take

less than 5 minutes for me to put

together, which takes the pressure off!



Develop new skills in a more supervised environment 

Many activities that develop fine motor skills would need to be conducted under supervision.

The small items used (buttons, beads, pompoms) do pose a choking hazard risk and would be

unsuitable to be left out in the play space, particularly if your child is under the age of 3. 

Instead, activities that help develop new skills can be presented as a play invitation. Small

wooden trays work well for this as it will keep all of the resources contained. Once the activity

is finished, you can store it away for another session - it is good to repeat activities!

Work with materials that would be unsuitable left out in the play space 

Creative activities (like painting) are best done in a controlled environment where you can

keep all of the resources contained - although a dedicated art table in your play space might

be something to work up to! 

Explore sensory play. 

Messy, sensory play does need high-levels of supervision, particularly in the home

environment. Eventually, you might wish to include a sensory table (the Flisat for example)

within the play space but your child would need plenty of exposure to sensory play first. 

Break up the day

A play invitation can be a good change of scene. This is particularly helpful for situations like

sibling squabbles.

Planned Activities can be used to:



1.Pre-made activity boxes.

IKEA GLIS boxes  are perfect for putting together quick

activities. It's best to have at least two on rotation so that they

can be brought out at any time.

Ideas for use include play dough small worlds or a loose parts

toolkit. 

Whilst making homemade play dough is a great activity in

itself, the store-bought version works just as well - remember

this is all about keeping life (and play) as simple as possible.

I tend to get these boxes out and set them on the dining room

table whilst I do my work. It takes the pressure off of having to

come up with a activity at a moments notice. 

5 Ways to immediately
make life easier when
preparing planned
activities:
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food pouch lids

bottle tops

egg cartons

lolly sticks

plastic bottles and cups

dried foods such as lentils, popcorn and rice

2. Art trolley.

An art trolley helps your child to become more independent

and confident when it comes to getting creative. 

A process art approach to creativity helps take the pressure

off all-round - so fill the trolley with items such as

watercolours, crayons, glue and scraps of paper and let your

child explore and create.

3. Collecting everyday materials to use in play

Use a mix of everyday items and store-bought materials to

quickly put together invitations to play. 

Having resources to hand means putting activities together

in minutes.

 Examples include:
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https://thisplayfulhome.com/4-reasons-to-try-process-art-with-your-toddler/


Rainbow Pebbles by edx Education

Melissa & Doug shape set

Gears! Gears! Gears! set by Learning Resources

Magnetic letters and numbers 

Link cubes by Learning Resources

Animal figurines by Collecta/ Schleich

Children's magazines - e.g. Cbeebies Magazine

Stamps and paper from craft stores

Felt kits by Tiger Tribe / Melissa & Doug

Simple puzzle - Djeco is a great brand

Bead set (age 3+) available from craft stores

4.Having staple resources ready to go.

Whilst DIYing play activities can be great for saving

money and catering exactly to your child's interests - 

 there's nothing wrong with pre-made activities!

Some favourites include:

5. Create a busy box/ basket

These are ideal to get out during quiet time. Resources to

include:

You can find more information about resources in the Resource

section. 
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Invitation: Open-ended activity that allows your child to explore something that is new to

them.  It can help to spark interest in a new topic and will hopefully provide the child with

new interests. For example, introducing a new art material a child has never used before. 

Provocation: Deepens a child's understanding of something that they are already familiar

with. A provocation is typically interest based and is inspired by what your child is already

curious about. For example, introducing 1:1 correspondence to a child who is familiar with

numbers. 

One of the best ways to ease off the pressure and maximise child engagement is to create a play

invitation. An invitation to play is designed to promote a response from the child so that they

get an idea or an urge to create something. Essentially it helps to provoke your child's curiosity.

There are technically two types of invitation to play.

1.

2.

For the purposes of this toolkit and to avoid confusion, an invitation to play will be used to

describe both types of open-ended play - invitation is also the term you will also likely be

familiar with on Instagram and Pinterest too as it is a phrase that is used a lot!

Knowing that you can use these invitations to either introduce or deepen knowledge can help us

as parents to introduce suitable activities for our children. 

Invitations to play are open-ended in nature. This means that there is no right or wrong answer

when it comes to the direction of play.  And whilst there is no fixed outcome, you can still use

play invitations to help scaffold and support learning. Use the observation sheet in the resources

section to help you observe your child and plan out suitable invitations. 

It's important to note that, whilst you provide the materials, your child chooses the direction of

the play. Whilst you might have an end intention in your mind, your child might choose a

completely different direction. This is more than okay! If you try to control the direction of the

invitation, it immediately stops being an invitation!

The art of play invitations:
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One of the easiest ways to create a play invitation is to observe your child's interests and put

together a combination of materials that would support that. Interests might've been driven by a

recent outing (e.g. to the aquarium), something learnt at nursery or preschool or maybe a book

you've read recently.

How many invitations you choose to do at home during the day will depend on your individual

circumstances. If your child is aged 3 and under, stick to just one invitation per day. For children

aged 4-5, you can do more particularly if you have taken a home-school preschool approach to the

early years. This can include art and creative based activities. 

If you are working full-time and your child is in full-time childcare or school, additional activities at

home could be pretty overwhelming. Instead you might choose to set up a weekly play invitation

that can be stored away when not in use or stick to using toys from the play space to create

invitations. 

This invitation was created using Learning Resources Farm

Animals and Gluckskafer building slats. Play space

invitations can help children play with old toys in new ways.

These invitations work well when your child is struggling to

play independently. They are just enough to provoke

curiosity. 

This invitation was created using chalks and a range of nature

treasures collected from our daily walks. The intention behind

the invitation was to explore shapes and lines. The lines were

drawn onto a tuff spot tray which could be brought out over

the course of a few days.
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Simple Play Inspiration: Sensory Activities
Here are some example sensory play invitations. You can find more inspiration via the This Playful Home

Website and Pinterest pages. 

POMPOMS
IN WATER

DIGGERS IN
POPCORN

NUMBER
EXPLORATION

RAINBOW
RICE+

CUPCAKE
CASES

WASH THE
BABIES

FEED THE
FARM

ANIMALS

COLOURED
WATER +

FUNNELS +
WATERING

CANS 

CITRUS 
SOUP 

RAINBOW
RICE + TUBES

+ FUNNELS 

A comprehensive list of toys and everyday resources can be found in the Resources Section. 

https://thisplayfulhome.com/resources/
http://www.pinterest.com/thisplayfulhome


Simple Inspiration: Fine Motor and Hand-
Eye Coordination Activities 
Here are some example activities that help to develop fine motor skills and hand-eye coordination. You

can find more inspiration via the This Playful Home Website and Pinterest pages. 

WATER
TRANSFER

PASTA 
THREADING

PINECONE
TRANSFER

PLAYDOUGH
POKE

POMPOM
PUSH

EGG
SHELL 

SMASH

BEADS+
PLAY DOUGH

+ PIPE CLEANERS 

WATERCOLOUR
ON A MIRROR 

LEAF
 CUTTING 

A comprehensive list of toys and everyday resources can be found in the Resources Section. 

https://thisplayfulhome.com/resources/
http://www.pinterest.com/thisplayfulhome


Simple Play Inspiration: Early Literacy and
Numeracy 
Here are some activities that help to develop early literacy and numeracy skills.  You can find more

inspiration via the This Playful Home Website and Pinterest pages. 

CHEERIO
COUNTING

SHAPE
MATCH

TOY
MEASURE

ALPHABET
ERASE

PRE-WRITING
SHAPE PAINT

ALPHABET
MATCH

INITIAL
SOUND

MATCH 

PRE-WRITING
TRAY ON LIGHT

TABLE 

NUMBER 
CUPCAKES 

A comprehensive list of toys and everyday resources can be found in the Resources Section. 

https://thisplayfulhome.com/resources/
http://www.pinterest.com/thisplayfulhome


Simple Play Inspiration: Using Toys from the
Play Space
Here are some example play invitations using toys from the play space. These act as a prompt and help

children discover new ways to play with their toys. . You can find more inspiration via the This Playful

Home Website and Pinterest pages. 

BLOCKS
ON A

MIRROR

COLOUR
MATCH

CARS, BLOCKS
+ BRIDGES

POMPOM
POSTING

RAINBOW
LINES

PATTERN
MATCH

1:1
CORRESPONDENCE 

START A
TRAIN SET 

ANIMAL
TOWER 

A comprehensive list of toys and everyday resources can be found in the Resources Section. 

https://thisplayfulhome.com/resources/
http://www.pinterest.com/thisplayfulhome


Practical life activities really help children to feel involved and part of the family. They are also a

really good compromise for busy parents who might not have the time (or space) to set up big

elaborate play invitations.

Children learn so much from getting involved in real life activities. They grow in confidence too.

By laying the table, children learn about angles and positioning - all without a worksheet in sight!

Baking is fantastic for weighing and measuring, along with counting too. They are gaining a real

understanding of how heavy things are rather than it being an abstract concept.

When making a sandwich, the child is learning about fractions and gaining a verbal knowledge of

procedural instructions.

It's worth noting with all of these activities, that they are best done when you are there to

'sportscast' or  'commentate' - use the correct vocabulary to aide understanding.

Practical Life Activities

Our own experience:

We started simply by saying 'yes!' when the

children wanted to help make their food or

put away the groceries. 

Did it take longer initially? Yes. Were they

able to do things to an adult standard? No,

but that is okay!

I commentate during practical activities to

both introduce new vocabulary and aid

understanding. 

Example: making a sandwich

Making a sandwich is a great instruction-based

activity that aids listening skills and helps

children to do things in sequential order. 

 

cut half 

spread 

slice 

first we... 

then... 



Practical Life Inspiration
Here are some example practical life activities that help to develop different skills. You can find more

inspiration via the This Playful Home Website and Pinterest pages. These activities aren't forced, but

examples of inviting children to help or simply saying 'Yes!' when they ask if they can help you. 

GARDENING 

PEEL & SLICE
AN EGG 

LAY THE TABLE MAKE PIZZA 

STIR CAKE MIX FLOWER
ARRANGING

WEIGH
INGREDIENTS

MAKE JUICEPUT AWAY 
GROCERIES 

https://thisplayfulhome.com/resources/
http://www.pinterest.com/thisplayfulhome


Remember the daily rhythm you created in phase 2?

You're going to use that information to predict when

an activity could fit with your day.

They can be a good circuit breaker when things are

getting a little too 'high energy' in the play space or as a

way to separate siblings who are getting frustrated with

one another. 

Activities are best done when your child is well rested

and well fed. They are also best done when your child

is at a loose end, rather than thoroughly engaged in

independent play. 

It is really important to note though, that it is an

invitation, meaning your child absolutely does not

have to play if they do not want to. Do not be offended

by this. Do not force them to play because you have

worked hard to set something up. 

Forced activities lead to resentment and a shut-down -

they won't be completely invested, meaning frustration

on both sides. 

This is why it is a good idea to stick to the '5 minute fix'

rule: meaning, an activity shouldn't take any longer

than 5 minutes for you to set up. Think simple!
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When should you do planned activities?



Understand and extend their own learning

Feel secure and confident with what they are doing

Look at materials from different angles - which depends understanding 

Yes! In fact, please do repeat activities as often as possible. Repetition is absolutely crucial - it helps

build confidence and allows children to extend their learning and grow. 

“Repetition is the secret of perfection” – Doctor Maria Montessori

Whilst repetition of activities (and even books) can seem boring to us, this repetition is absolutely

crucial for very young children. It helps children to:

Repetitive play also helps to strengthen neural connections in the brain. When a child plays over and

over again with the same materials, it strengthen synaptic connections, eventually leading to a more

permanent understanding of the topics they are learning. 

So in summary, repeat, repeat, repeat! It's not lazy parenting and your child definitely won't be bored

- even if you are! 
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Can you repeat activities?

Potion making activities really appeal to a

variety of age groups and can repeated

regularly, particularly in the summer months! 

Rainbow rice is a classic sensory play

staple that can be kept and used in a

number of different ways. 



Start collecting resources that you can use to create simple play invitations - use the

checklists below the video to help.

Create a daily invitation to play. Use the examples in the eBook to help you.

Involve your child in practical life activities. This could be a weekly session to begin

with - e.g. helping to bake a cake or match the socks from the laundry.

Action Steps:
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I want to say a huge thank you again for 

purchasing the Playful Days at Home toolkit. 

I hope that you have found the information in the 

videos and eBook really useful.

Remember that the key to success with this toolkit

is consistency and perseverance. It will take at

least a couple of weeks for everyone to get used to 

the new normal. 

The play journal and daily rhythm reflection charts in the resources section will

help you to keep reflecting on your days at home and will enable you to adapt and

change your daily rhythm to suit the growing needs of your family.

If you have any questions, please visit the F.A.Q section of the Toolkit or send me

an email to sian@thisplayfulhome.com if you don't see what you are looking for -

just allow me up to 48 hours to answer.

T H A N K  Y O U !

Thank You!

w e b s i t e  
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