THE IMPORTANCE OF PLAY 

Parents are pleased when their children are able to independently amuse and occupy themselves through play, but the significance of a child's creative world is often overlooked or underestimated. Play is considered the work of a child, and this creative method of experiencing the world and expressing themselves goes beyond simple entertainment to serve a much greater purpose of encouraging social, emotional, and physical development.

Games and activities function as a rehearsal for real life situations by providing a safe and predictable practice environment. Children can begin to understand their own strengths and preferences, and explore the complex dynamics of relating to others. Play also encourages the use and development of both sides of the brain and allows children to absorb and process information, express their inner emotions, and interact with the world through all of their senses. Through observation, imitation, and experimentation children learn and practice basic social skills such as taking turns, sharing, compromising and organizing. The natural process of play allows children to try out different roles and gain mastery and control over skills that they will need in order to be successful in life such as, concentration, empathy, problem solving, perseverance, and creativity.

Likely, most parents did not have the experience of an adult playing with them in a meaningful way, and as a result most parents are not accustom to being active participants in observing and encouraging their child's creative play. Children are increasingly being expected to entertain themselves with video games, TV, and computers. Unfortunately, virtual games that misrepresent reality and discourage social interaction can seriously interfere with the social, emotional, and physical growth that a child normally develops through creative and interactive play.

Gaining a better insight into the creative inner world of your child will open the lines of communication and lead to a better relationship between you and your child. There are several practical strategies that every parent can implement to develop and encourage meaningful play with their children:

" Before you begin any interaction with your child, first ensure that your own needs have already been met and that you are entering the relationship focused on your child and free of agendas or time pressure. Understand and accept the differences between your and your child's preferences and learning styles. 

" Make play with your child a priority by scheduling specific time in your day to observe and play with your child free from distractions or other responsibilities. 

" Create a safe and stimulating environment in which you and your child can both feel comfortable and free from competition or criticism. Offer choices within the limits of mutually agreed upon rules and boundaries. 

" Provide a variety of creative games and supplies that encourage meaningful play and social interaction. (Construction products, Board Games, Puppets and Dolls, Art Supplies (drawing, painting, sculpting, cutting, gluing), Books, Sand and Water Toys, Musical Instruments, Pretend (Dress Up, House, Professions), Transportation Toys etc.) 

" Let your child discover, learn, and practice at their own rate and try to observe and enhance your child's play without interfering. Redirect your child's play by distracting or offering a more appropriate alternative only if the behaviour is destructive or dangerous. 

" Show interest and encouragement by using open ended statements starting with "Wow, tell me all about what you are building here.", "I wonder what will happen next", "That's neat, show me how you did that", "Cool, I like all the colors you used, what does that green remind you of?", or "How can I help?" 

" Watch for and praise positive examples of sharing, thoughtfulness, empathy, cooperation, creativity, problem solving, mastery, patience, determination, following directions, communication, and sportsmanship 

" Show approval with smiles, hugs, pride, verbal statements and always let your child know before disassembling something that they have created. 

" Give notice to warn your child when play time is going to end because disrupting a moment of play is very much like interrupting an important personal conversation between adults. 

" Seek consultation from a professional who specializes in art and play based strategies if you notice that your child is expressing intense or disturbing emotional reactions through their art or play, or if your child is currently coping with a challenging life situation. 
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