READY FOR PRESCHOOL

— PLAY COLLECTION

365 Invitations
to Play

Everyday materials. Deeper discoveries.
Room for your child to lead.

Dr. Michelle Peterson

Educator ® School Leader ® Preschool Founder

SPARK EDUCATION 2026



SPARK EDUCATION Make room for an idea

Make room for an idea.

A child turns a box on its side, slides a toy inside, and calls it a garage. A moment later,

is a home. The materials have barely changed. The idea has.

This collection begins with moments like that: ordinary things, an interested child, and an adult
willing to notice. You do not need to stage a perfect activity or finish every suggestion. Choose an
invitation, offer a beginning, and see what your child brings to it.

READ THE PLAY PATH FIRST

Gather only today's materials. The steps give you a way in; your child's choices can take the play
elsewhere.

KEEP THE QUESTIONS NEARBY

Choose one when it fits. A comment, a gesture, or quiet attention may support the play better than
another question.

RETURN WHEN THERE IS INTEREST

it

The numbers are finding tools, not deadlines. A familiar invitation can feel different after your child has

lived a little more.

A COLLECTION YOU CAN USE YOUR WAY

Choose by interest, materials, or the kind of play your child wants today. Theme openers list
their invitations. Tap a title to jump to it, or print an individual activity page. The same
invitation can welcome many return visits.

The footer on every page returns to the theme finder.
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SPARK EDUCATION Find a theme

START ANYWHERE

Find a theme

The numbers help you find an idea. There are no dates, deadlines, or required order.

01 Getting to know our play 9
02 Cardboard adventures 18
03 Sounds all around 27
04 Color discoveries 35
05 Caring for toys 43
06 Paper play 51
07 Pretend picnic 59
08 Nature noticing 67
09 Rolling and ramps 75
10 Family stories 83
11 Patterns and repetition 91
12 Weather play 99
13 Hands at work 107
14 Pretend neighborhood 115
15 Shape adventures 123
16 Animal worlds 131
17 Light and shadow 139
18 Pretend restaurant 147
19 Building confidence 155
20 Water discoveries 163
21 Books beyond reading 171
22 Gardens and growing 179
23 Things that go 187
24 Silly science 195
25 Pretend camping 203
26 Music and rhythm 211

Continue to themes 27-52 and Day 365.
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SPARK EDUCATION Why play matters

What makes play worth
protecting?

Play gives children something they want to do and room to decide how to do it. An
attentive adult can help the experience deepen while keeping that choice alive.

01 Their choices have consequences

A child chooses a route, watches where it leads, and changes direction. The response
comes from the materials and the story. NAEYC identifies choice, exploration, and
enjoyment as central features of playful learning. Adult suggestions can extend an idea
while the child continues to direct it. [1]

02  Your response keeps an exchange going

A child points to a wobbling block. You notice, comment, and wait for their next move.
Harvard's serve-and-return guidance describes the value of noticing children's signals,
responding, and leaving time for them to respond again. [2]

03  An absorbing game gives practice a purpose

Remembering a character's plan, changing a sorting rule, or pausing for a partner can
exercise attention, memory, and self-control. Harvard's activities guide describes playful
opportunities to practice these developing skills. A single activity cannot guarantee a
particular developmental result. [3]

A happy ending might be a sturdy bridge. It might also be a child who tries a new idea, asks
for help, changes the story, or decides to return tomorrow.

Source notes [1]-[3] and printable links are at the end of this book.
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SPARK EDUCATION Theme 01 / Getting to know our play

THEME 01 / INVITATIONS 001-007

Getting to know
our play

Familiar things. Fresh possibilities.

_______

Start with what already feels familiar: socks, paper, a favorite toy, and your attention. These
invitations help you discover how your child likes to make choices, communicate an idea, and
welcome a partner.

The adult's work in this section is to notice before adding. A sorting rule, an unexpected ending, or a quiet
gesture can tell you where to join. Let the first visit teach you something about your child's play.

GATHER ACROSS THESE INVITATIONS

Child-safe mirror; two or three toys; four to six clean socks; paper and crayons; one low basket; large blocks or
light boxes; short cloths if useful.

CHOOSE A BEGINNING

001 Mirror feelings 002 A tale of two toys
003 Sock detectives 004 Follow my moves
005 Paper possibilities 006 Toy home designers

007 Together tower

A lens for this theme: What does my child choose when | leave the next step open?
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SPARK EDUCATION Invitation 182 / Duet makers

INVITATION 182 / COLLABORATION
room for each other

Duet makers Qe O’

A musical space can be an invitation for another player.

—

%

GATHER Two pairs of hands or one player’s hands and an adult’s quiet voice.
MAKE A BEGINNING WHY THIS PLAY MATTERS
Choose two very soft sounds that are comfortable to hear. One Playing in another person’s spaces
partner makes a slow repeated tap with generous spaces. The asks a child to attend beyond their
other listens first or watches the visible movement; no exact own sound. The partner also has work
beat is required. to do: leave room, watch readiness,
and adjust. A duet becomes a jointly

LET THE PLAY UNFOLD shaped timing relationship rather

than one player following a fixed

1 Invite the second partner to add one sound in a space pattern set by the other.

between the first partner’s taps. Leave enough time for
their contribution. If sounds overlap, notice it without SOMETHING TO NOTICE

treating the overlap as a mistake.
Your child delays a tap while you

2 Try afew more turns and ask whether to keep the finish humming. Say, “You found a
between-sounds pattern or play together. The first partner place after my sound. | can leave that
can slow down to make more room; both players can space for your next one too.”

decide what feels enjoyable.
MAKE ROOM TO JOIN

3 Swap the role that leaves spaces and the role that fills them.

Finish with an agreed gesture or a natural stop. Listen to Use visible hand openings instead of

how the shared sequence changes when each person sound. One partner opens a hand,

shapes a different part of it pauses, and waits for the other’s

gesture before continuing.
QUESTIONS TO CHOOSE FROM
ANOTHER DAY

. 5 .
?  Where is there room for your sound? Let one partner sometimes leave a

2  Would a bigger space help us hear both parts? space empty. Notice how a chosen
silence becomes part of the duet

iobs?
? How does our duet change when we swap jobs? rather than a missing contribution.

CARE Keep sound levels comfortable and participation optional. No loud objects, sudden starts, rigid timing demands, competition,
or pressure to continue when a listener wants quiet.
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SPARK EDUCATION

INVITATION 364 / COOPERATION

Plan our next adventure

One person wants a bridge, another wants a story: a toy can carry a 7

story across.

GATHER Large toys and blocks, paper, and crayons.

MAKE A BEGINNING

Each partner suggests familiar play and one valued feature:

bridge testing or funny toy voices, for example. The plan need

not reproduce two whole sessions.

LET THE PLAY UNFOLD

1 Choose a beginning that gives both features a role, such as

a speaking toy crossing a low paper bridge. Name each
contribution and gather only what this small trial needs.

2 Try one scene and check with both partners. Did the bridge

invite the wanted testing? Did the voice shape the story?
Naming an idea does not guarantee its contributor feels
included.

3 Keep, change, or separate the plans by agreement. Record
another possible beginning if wanted, without promising a

schedule. Leave room for a next idea rather than
demanding a large finished project.

QUESTIONS TO CHOOSE FROM

?  Which one feature matters most in each of our ideas?

?  What small beginning could give both features a real role?

?  After trying it, does each person feel their contribution is
present?

Invitation 364 / Plan our next adventure

hello, bridge!
7~

voice + bridge test

WHY THIS PLAY MATTERS

Combining valued features creates a
small shared experiment instead of
stacking whole activities. Naming and
checking each contribution connects
collaboration with what partners
actually want. A short trial leaves
room to revise before committing to a
larger plan.

SOMETHING TO NOTICE

Your child gives the crossing toy a
funny voice. Say, “That story part
belongs in our bridge idea. Let's see
whether both parts have room to
grow.”

MAKE ROOM TO JOIN

Adult offers two familiar features and
narrates one tiny combined scene.
The child can choose either feature or
decline the combination.

ANOTHER DAY

Keep one feature and invite a
different partner idea another day.
Discover the beginning they suggest
together.

CARE Keep bridges low and toy-only with adult help. No tall structures, heavy loads, forced compromise, promised future events

without agreement, or pressure to finish the collection.
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SPARK EDUCATION Sources & notes

The thinking behind the play.

The opening draws on the sources below. The activity explanations apply those broad ideas to the proposed play and are
intended as educational guidance for families and educators.

[1] NAEYC / Developmentally Appropriate Practice

Principles of Child Development and Learning and Implications That Inform Practice. Background for child
choice, guided play, and varied ways of learning.

https://www.naeyc.org/resources/position-statements/dap/principles

[2] Center on the Developing Child / Harvard University

How-to: 5 Steps for Brain-Building Serve and Return. Background for noticing a child's signal, responding,
waiting, and following their attention.

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/videos/how-to-5-steps-for-brain-building-serve-and-return/

[3] Center on the Developing Child / Harvard University

Enhancing and Practicing Executive Function Skills with Children from Infancy to Adolescence (2014).
Background for playful practice involving attention, working memory, and self-control.

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/handouts-tools/activities-guide-enhancing-and-practicing-executive-function-s
kills/

ABOUT THIS COLLECTION

This collection includes all 365 invitations. The numbered structure is a finding tool, not a required sequence. Example exchanges are invented, and no
individual child or family is described.

Cover and interior illustrations are custom scenes created for the activities in this collection with Al assistance and human art direction. The PDF includes
selectable text, bookmarks, and linked contents; it is not a fully tagged accessibility edition. Print selected pages at actual size / 100% and supervise every

invitation.

Use this collection to notice what interests your child, make room for participation, and return to favorite ideas.
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