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Importance of play

Tips for hosting a Big Playdate

Ideas, ideas, ideas!

Big Playdates
LEARNING GOALS:



“Play is often talked about as if it were a relief from

serious learning. But for children, play is serious

learning. At various times, play is a way to cope with

life and to prepare for adulthood. Playing is a way to

solve problems and to express feelings. In fact, play is

the real work of childhood.” 

-Fred Rogers
You Are Special: Neighborly Words of Wisdom from Mister Rogers

Play is a Child’s Work

http://search.mel.org/iii/encore/record/C__Rb39090223


Playing literally wires the brain for the skills

we use our whole lifetime — physical agility,

social confidence, emotional regulation,

creativity, and resilience.  

National Institute for Play

brain development
play is critical

Source: Conel, J. L. (1939–1967). The Postnatal Development of the

Human Cerebral Cortex. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

https://nifplay.org/what-is-play/the-basics/
http://search.mel.org/iii/encore/record/C__Rb29061110
http://search.mel.org/iii/encore/record/C__Rb29061110


BENEFITS
OF PLAY

Express emotions

Develop empathy

Practice self-advocacy

Discover areas of interest

Practice self-regulation

Figure out how things work

Use their imagination

Solve problems

Acquire new vocabulary

Practice language skills

Build strength

Develop agility

Improve motor control

Build an active, healthy body

Learn conflict resolution 

Learn to cooperate

Practice sharing

Practice taking turns

Build confidence

Cognitive

physical

social

emotional



Despite the benefits derived from play for

both children and parents, a variety of

factors have reduced time for free play:

reduction in 
free play time
american academy of pediatrics

Hurried lifestyle

Changes in family structure

Increased attention to
academics and enrichment
activities 

Passive entertainment
through screen time

https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article/119/1/182/70699/The-Importance-of-Play-in-Promoting-Healthy-Child


Inspired by Brooklyn Public Library’s 

Read, Play, Grow initiative

“Research has long supported the

importance of play in early literacy, yet

many parents remain mystified about how

to engage with young children in fun

activities, particularly at the pre-verbal

stage. Enter the library.”

“Read, Play, Grow!: Enhancing Early Literacy at Brooklyn

Public Library” by Rachel G. Payne (School Library Journal,

July 2013)

Big Playdates

https://www.slj.com/story/read-play-grow-enhancing-early-literacy-at-brooklyn-public-library
https://www.slj.com/story/read-play-grow-enhancing-early-literacy-at-brooklyn-public-library
https://www.slj.com/story/read-play-grow-enhancing-early-literacy-at-brooklyn-public-library


2-3 times per year (winter is great)
Saturday mornings, 1-1.5 hours
Targets birth-5, all ages welcome
Registration?
Staffing
Space
Budget

Big Playdates
logistics



Sensory overload

Think through activities in terms of

differing abilities and mobility

Activities for babies & toddlers

Signage in other languages

Variety of stations - different forms of

play

Accessibility &
Inclusion



Free play, guided, structured

forms of play
play structure

Solitary, parallel, cooperative

Stages of social play

Motor/physical

Constructive

Imaginative/pretend

Creative

Games with rules

types of play



big playdates
in action



tape town



tape town



Fall Fun



Safari



All Aboard



Bluey’s Big Playdate



Tiny Town



Restaurant



Circus



ball arcade



INDOOR WINTERFEST



pIRATES!



DETECTIVE



candy



construction zone



Fairy Tales

Winter Olympics

Farm

Lilo & Stitch

The possibilities are endless!

Other Theme Ideas



Obstacle course (Indiana Jones, dinosaur

actions)

Safari vests & hats - archeaologists 

Sand sensory bin (toy dinos, plastic eggs)

Dinosaur hats, masks & feet

Pasta paleontology 

Dinosaur felt board/puppets

Scavenger hunt 

Playdough fossils

Dinosaur tracks sponge painting 

Cardboard box dinosaur (could be a bean

bag toss, part of a sorting game)

Dino stick puppets/shadow puppets 

Dino grab game (like Hungry Hungry

Hippos) 

Dino egg letter match 

Unearth a Story

https://www.paper-and-glue.com/2014/09/diy-paper-dinosaur-hat.html
https://rainydaymum.co.uk/story-book-summer-edwina-dinosaur-didnt-know-extinct/
https://rainydaymum.co.uk/diy-dinosaur-tracks-sponge-painting/
https://rainydaymum.co.uk/readforgood-theres-a-dinosaur-in-the-park/
https://rainydaymum.co.uk/dinosaur-shadow-puppets/
https://rainydaymum.co.uk/dinosaur-grab-game/
https://rainydaymum.co.uk/dinosaur-learning-game-letters/
https://rainydaymum.co.uk/dinosaur-learning-game-letters/


Brainstorming
Popular play area items

Make-believe games from your

childhood/your child

Popular characters, books, shows, etc.

Old summer manuals and themes

Pinterest

Crafts



Community Collaboration
Fire department

Doctors and vets

Farmer’s markets

Local banks and credit unions

Restaurants

Zoos and pet stores

Student organizations and local schools



Early Literacy

01.

02.

03.I Spy worksheets or presentation

Cozy reading area with topical books

Menus, scavenger hunts, etc.

04.

READ

Write
Crafts & coloring

Checklists

Server notepads

Sing
Signage with song suggestions & lyrics

Puppets with music elements

Felt stories with music elements

Talk
Signage with conversation prompts

Games

Charades



If you have a budget, think about which items you

could reuse for different programs or play area to

get the most out of your purchase.

Alternatively, what are some toys you already have

but maybe don’t use as much? This is a fun

opportunity to dig those out!

Tips & Tricks
Toys



Utilize creative staff & volunteers 
Borrow from coworkers and the
community
Promote library resources (Library of
Things) 
Cardboard and tape are your friends!
Consider storage space
Frequent appearances: tunnel, hula
hoops, balance beam, kiddie pool

Tips & Tricks
Supplies - think outside the box!



Give yourself plenty of time 

Set up and clean up 

Many hands make light work!

Promote

Storytimes

Social Media

Final Tips & Tricks



expect the unexpected



Questions?



Becky LeBoeuf
bleboeuf@dtdl.org

Natalie Wessels
nwessels@dtdl.org

Sydney Adams
sadams@dtdl.org

thank you!
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