Tips for Choosing Toys for Toddlers

Toddlers are little explorers who learn by doing. Play
gives your child a great opportunity to develop and
practice new skills at her own pace by following her
unique interests. The toys and playthings your child
has available to her can shape her development in im-
portant ways.

While it may seem like choosing toys for toddlers
should be easy, as you walk into a foy store today, the
only thing that's easy is feeling overwhelmed. There is
a huge array of toys that have been developed for the
toddler market. How do you choose which are right
for your child? How can you tell which are high quality
and which will last? Which will engage your child's in-
terest for more than a few days or weeks? Below are
some ideas for choosing toys that will grow with your
child, challenge her, and nurture her overall develop-
ment (her thinking, physical, language and social-
emotional skills).

Choose toys that can be used in a variety of ways
Toddlers love to take apart, put back together, pull
out, put in, add on, and build up. Choose toys that are
“open-ended" in the sense that your child can play
many different games with them. For example, wooden
blocks or chunky plastic interlocking blocks can be
used to make a road, a zoo, a bridge or a spaceship.
Toys like this spark your child's imagination and help
him develop problem-solving and logical thinking skills.

e Examples: Blocks, interlocking blocks, nesting
blocks or cups, and toys for sand and water play
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What's best for our youngest children is best for everyone!

Look for toys that will grow with your child

We all have had the experience of buying a toy that
our child plays with for two days and never touches
again. You can guard against that by looking for toys
that can be fun at different developmental stages.
For example, small plastic animals are fun for a young
toddler who may make a shoebox house for them,
while an older toddler can use them to act out a story
she makes up.

e Examples: Plastic toy animals and action figures,
toddler-friendly dollhouses, trains and dump
trucks (and other vehicles), stuffed animals and
dolls

Select toys that encourage exploration and
problem-solving

Play gives children the chance to practice new skills
over and over again. Toys that give kids a chance to
figure something out on their own—or with a little
coaching—build their logical thinking skills and help
them become persistent problem-solvers. They also
help children develop spatial relations skills
(understanding how things fit tfogether), hand-eye co-
ordination, and fine motor skills (using the small mus-
cles in the hands and fingers).

o Examples: Puzzles, shape-sorters, blocks, nesting
blocks or cups, art materials like clay, paint, cray-
ons or play-dough

Look for toys that spark your child's imagination
During your child's third year, his creativity is really
taking off as he is now able to take on the role of
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someone else (like a king) and imagine that something
(like a block) is actually something else (like a piece of
cake). Look for toys that your child can use as he de-
velops and acts out stories. Pretend play builds lan-
guage and literacy skills, problem-solving skills, and
the ability to sequence (put events in a logical order).

e Examples: Dress-up clothing, blocks, toy food and
plastic plates, action figures, stuffed animals and
dolls, trains and
trucks, toddler-
friendly doll-
houses, toy
tools, and "real-
life" accesso-
ries such as a
wrapping paper
tube "fire hose
for your little
fire fighter.
The all-purpose
large cardboard
box is always a
big hit for tod-
dlers and is
free. (Call an
appliance store
about picking up
one of their refrigerator boxes). Boxes become
houses, pirate ships, barns, tunnels—anything your
child's imagination can come up with.

Give your child the chance to play with "real"
stuff—or toys that look like the real thing

Your toddler is getting good at figuring out how ob-
jects in her world work—like television remotes or
light switches. She is also interested in playing with
your "real" stuff, like your cell phone, because she is
eager to be big and capable like you. Toys like this
help children problem-solve, learn spatial relations
(how things fit together), and develop fine motor
skills (use of the small muscles in the hands and fin-
gers).

e Examples: Plastic dishes and food, toy keys, toy
phone, dress-up clothes, musical instruments,
child-size brooms, mops, brushes and dustpans

Toss in some "getting ready to read" toys

Books, magnetic alphabet letters, and art supplies like
markers, crayons, and finger-paint help your child de-
velop early writing and reading skills. "Real-life" props
like take-out menus, catalogs or magazines are fun for
your child to look at and play with and also build his
familiarity with letters, text, and print.

Seek out toys that encourage your child to be
active

Toddlers are doing all kinds of physical tricks as they
are stronger and more confident with their bodies.
Your job is to be an appreciative audience for your
little one's newest playground achievement. Look for
toys that help your child practice current physical
skills and develop new ones.

o Examples: Balls of different shapes and sizes,
tricycles or three-wheeled scooters (with appro-
priate protective gear), plastic bowling sets, child-
size basketball hoop, pull-toys (e.g., toys that your
child can pull on a string), a wagon to fill and pull,
gardening tools to dig and rake with, moving boxes
(open at both ends) to make tunnels to crawl
through

Look for toys that nurture cross-generational play
While adults and children can play almost anything
together, there are some toys that are designed for
adult participation. As your child approaches age 3 and
beyond, early board games—that involve using one's
memory or simple board games that do not require
reading—are fun for all ages to play. Consider starting
a "family game night" when all of you play fogether.
Board games encourage counting, matching and mem-
ory skills, as well as listening skills and self-control (as
children learn to follow the rules). They also nurture
language and relationship-building skills. Another im-
portant benefit is teaching children to be gracious
winners and how to cope with losing.

Source: Zero to Three
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