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Toddler crafts are all about experimenting. Here are some ideas to boost creativity.

Holly Bennett
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The minute she gets in the door of the parent-child drop-in centre, Alannah makes a beeline for the painting easel. She waits impatiently, arms in the air, for her mom to catch up and help her into the big apron that protects her clothing. Alannah, at 22 months, already knows the ropes - she's visited this giant playroom many times.

Now is her big moment. She hovers over the row of paint pots, considering. A bright red streak. A yellow streak, with a trailing drip that happens all by itself. A couple of scrubby green dots. And she's out of there, moving on to the rocking horse. Before she goes home, Alannah makes an equally brief stop at the pasting table, and spends quite a long time poking, pulling and squishing the yellow, peppermint-scented play dough. As they are getting ready to head home, Alannah's mom collects her nearly-dry painting. "It's lovely, Alannah. What is it?" she asks innocently. Alannah fixes her mother with a blank I-have-no-idea-what-you're-talking-about stare.

One day, Alannah will, indeed, set out to draw or paint a recognizable figure. But that day is still far away. Right now, her arts and crafts are "really discovery/sensory activities," explains Sue Martin, an early childhood education professor at Centennial College in Toronto. Toddlers are into process, not product. In their quest to discover what the world is all about, they might just be the ultimate experimenters. And so, when they approach art materials, their goal is not so much to make anything in particular, but rather to explore more basic issues: What is this stuff? What does it do? What can I do with it? What happens if I... ? 

The results may not look much like an adult's concept of art, especially if the question for the day is: "What happens if I cover everything with black and scrub it in hard?" But Martin assures us that toddlers still get many benefits from simple craft activities.

"Access to art materials helps to develop a toddler's concentration and basic fine motor skills: the ability to grasp, hold and manipulate small objects. It allows them to, literally, get a handle on the world. As they get a little older, they start to become more intentional about what they're doing - I want to do it this way - and this is a chance for them to set their own goals and gain a sense of mastery." Martin points out that since art activities usually require close adult supervision, the resulting interaction also gives lots of opportunities to develop language skills.

What kinds of activities and materials are best for toddlers? "Toddlers need to experience success," notes Martin, "so it's important that the materials not be beyond their abilities." The water colour trays with solid paint discs, for example, require too much co-ordination for a toddler.

"The one thing you do have to be very careful of is to avoid any potentially toxic ingredients," cautions Martin, "since even toddlers who don't actually try to eat the supplies will probably get the stuff on their hands and eventually into their mouths." 

Some tips for fun toddler art:

Scribbles and Squiggles

The regular skinny crayons prove pretty fragile under a toddler's clenched fist - you'll save money and frustration by investing in the sturdier fat crayons. Fat washable markers are easier still, allowing your toddler to focus on the lovely streaks of colour he's making rather than pressing hard enough to make a mark.

Painting is definitely a messy activity, but it's more sensory and satisfying than scribbling. Fingerpaints are a natural first painting experience. Commercial fingerpaint is available, but you can also make your own or (if you don't have a problem with mixing food and play) use edible products like pudding or coloured yogurt. Rather than going through sheaves of expensive fingerpaint paper, your child can fingerpaint on her high-chair tray or on a cookie-sheet. When she's done, lay a piece of ordinary paper over the paint and - ta-da! - instant abstract art.

For "real" painting, liquid tempera is probably best. It is less expensive to buy powder and mix it, but the premixed squirt bottles are less trouble and better textured. Whatever you're using, you might want to thicken the paint with a little flour or corn starch to minimize drips. (Only thicken small amounts at a time, as it won't keep this way.) Karen Miller, author of Things to Do with Toddlers and Twos (see Resources), suggests that small, six-inch-long trim brushes from a hardware store are easier for little ones to manage than the standard long easel brushes.

What about paper? Whatever is on hand will be fine. Toddlers will happily paint on newspapers, brown paper bags or the back of your junk mail. Parents of real painting fiends might want to buy a roll of white paper or newsprint that can be cut to length (try school supply stores, IKEA, or your local newspaper). Or try this paperless painting idea, from Martin: Pour oil and a few squirts of food colouring (for better colour, mix it in a little milk first) into a zip-lock bag. Seal it securely, and let your child make changing colour patterns by squishing and gooshing the bag.

Squishy and Soothing

As soothing as kneading bread, playdough is an undemanding medium with myriad possibilities. Let him start by simply poking, squishing and tearing off hunks of the stuff. Later, you can give him things to poke and print with - his baby fork, a blunt butter knife, a dinosaur to make footprints. As his vocabulary and imagination grow, you'll soon find yourself adding birthday candles to his cake and little play figures to live in his cave. A parent's participation in this pretend play (with your child as leader and you in the supporting role) can enrich it enormously.

Homemade playdough tends to be a little softer than the commercial product, so it's easier for toddlers to handle (though not as good for actual modelling). For a real sensory treat, give her freshly-made playdough while it's still warm. 

Stuck on You

Gluing with toddlers can be a great success or a sticky nightmare. Your tactful help is probably required, if only to wield the washcloth when your gummed-up toddler gets frustrated that everything wants to stick to him rather than the paper.

For simple paper sticking, a home-made flour-and-water paste is easier for a toddler to work with than standard white craft glue - it's forgiving because it's not sticky until it dries.

Commercial glue is fun to dribble from a squeeze bottle in trails. Your toddler can then sprinkle sand, cornmeal, etc. over the page. Let it dry, pour off the loose sprinkles, and show him the pattern he's made. Or for more precise gluing, your toddler might be able to manage a glue stick, which is less messy, but requires greater manual dexterity.

Sensorama

Sue Martin reminds us to "think about all five senses, not just the visual," when offering our toddlers creative experiences. Through visual art materials, children explore colour, shape and light. But smell, texture, taste and sounds are also important. We don't usually think of smelling spices, listening to the sound of a brush rubbed against different objects, or crawling over a bunch of different surfaces taped to a floor as art activities - yet a keen sensory awareness contributes to all of the arts. 

One final point. When we are urged to allow our toddlers to "do their own thing" with art materials, we may feel we should never do more structured projects with them. "But Adrian really liked the train we made together out of cardboard boxes," you might think, or "Jenny was so pleased with the collage we made with leaves and flowers we collected on our walk. What's wrong with helping her make something pretty?" It's not wrong. Toddlers can get real satisfaction out of these joint projects - but do be aware that these are different activities altogether. Think of it this way: When you sit down to make a collage to give to Grandma, it's like making cookies together. You are the leader and she is the helper. But when your child is gloriously in the driver's seat, deciding for herself what to do with that big, blank paper, she can follow her own star. And isn't that what child's play - and the greatest art - are both about? 

Resources 

Things to Do with Toddlers and Twos , by Karen Miller, Telshare Publishing, 1984. The chapter on art is quite short, but everything in this book is appropriate for one- and two-year-olds. If you can't order this book locally, order from the publisher: 1-800-343-9707. 
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	Got a great parenting tip to share? Send it our way and your idea could appear in the pages of Today's Parent.
Click here to submit a tip!
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