Playgroup Serves Many Needs

An Introduction to the Mansfield Community Centre Playgroup
By Kim Billington, Facilitator. (Feb 2005.)
Parents often want to breathe-out from the home sphere and find a place where there is the possibility of good conversation.  This small, welcoming community needs to be a place where we can relax, be our real selves and go home feeling satisfied.  At Playgroup, we can help one another achieve this. 

If we can find the balance between being attentive to our child and enjoying time with other parents, then the children will feel safe and happy.  Sometimes we may need to surrender our much needed social time, and sit quietly, close to our child.  Often we might need to get a cloth and clean up a spilt drink.  Perhaps we can say “Sorry,” on behalf of our child, to another.  It would be good if we could model the behaviour we would like the child to copy, as young children learn by imitation.

During the year at Playgroup, children will begin to learn how to take turns and sit with others as we eat together, sing songs and listen to a story.  Just as a flower cannot be pulled early out of its bud, so children develop in their own pre-destined time.  As parents, it helps to develop the skill of being ever-patient and positive.  This honouring of the child’s individuality creates a loving mood and a warm and healing relationship with our child.

Stages of Play

We can expect that, under-twos will not be developmentally ready to take turns or ‘share’. ( I have yet to find two adult neighbours ‘share’ one motor car! )  Toddlers are active and hungry for sensory experiences.  Through touching and picking up things, and copying the sounds they hear, they learn about the world and our customs.  Whatever they see done, they will want to do too!

Co-operative and intentionally planned play will not begin until the child reaches 4½ or 5.  Until this milestone, we have playgroup-aged children of 2 - 4yrs who are interested in what is around them, but will often need our help to engage in social play and structured activities, singing and listening to stories.  

Some children prefer to observe and not participate in group activities, indeed at this age they will pass through what is called the time of ‘parallel-play’.  Yet they will often re-play all they saw and heard in the quiet of their familiar home environment.  For this reason, a non-participating child will be invited, but never overly encouraged to ‘join in’.  There is wisdom in their own will, though it is often interpreted as ‘being stubborn’ when we want the child to conform to our will!  

Three year olds may need us to provide an upturned box as a table and tiny plates to initiate a dolls’ tea-party, or put up a plank of wood and items on it to suggest a little shop.  If there are no older children to sell or buy at the shop, we may need to participate in these games to provide the model.  However, we must take care that children do not become dependent on us for ideas, or that our enthusiasm interferes with their free-play.  

Perhaps a parent may see a potential game in a basket of blocks, and build a fence for the animals, adding a blue cloth saying, “Where are the ducks to swim in the pond?”  A request such as, “Could you make me a cup of tea, please?” may help a child enter into make-believe play in the home-corner.

Children need opportunities to learn how to play from siblings, cousins or friends in the neighborhood.  Possibly due to the advent of small and isolated families, TV and computer games, many do not spend their precious early years in the imaginative world of creative play: dressing up and building under-table cubbies, feeding teddy or washing dolls’ clothes.  Our toyshops offer a grand array of ‘educational’ toys, yet a cardboard box is a free and creative toy.  One day a box may be a stove, with op shop saucepans, the next it can be a fire engine, or a boat.  

Our Morning Rhythm

In Terms 2 & 3 we do not get an opportunity to go to the outside play area as it is used by the Community Centre’s Occasional Day-Care.  This gives us an opportunity to have an extended indoor playtime and a few more songs or ring-a-rosy games.  I will provide a song-sheet so parents may become familiar with our regular songs.  The songs and stories will be repeated for many weeks as children love repetition, and unlike us, they do not crave ‘new’ stimulus, but thrive in the security of the familiar.

Each week our planned activity is baking.  This may be muffins, scones or damper. (We can make a batch using spelt flour for those with allergies.)  We will all wash hands to a hand-washing song, and the children will have aprons, and be able to scoop, pour and stir.  Whilst this is happening, one or two of the parents will be preparing the fruit and putting them in individual bowls for morning tea.  

Once the cooking mixture is in the oven, tables cleaned and the children’s’ hands are washed, they will sit on the benches at the table ready to eat from their plate of mixed fruit and have a drink of water.  We will sing a little verse by Australian poet Mary Gilmore, as a ‘thankyou’ for our food.  Whilst the children are eating, a couple of other parents will bring in cups and the urn, and the grown-ups can have a cuppa.  It would be good if we did not have a ‘roster’ of helpers, but that anyone feeling ready and able, invite another parent to assist.

When it is close to home-time, I will sing a little song which is the cue to begin packing-away.  If this is done slowly and carefully by ALL the adults, then it will be a fun time, like Mary Poppins!  Here we have an opportunity to model joy in our daily tasks.  In this way children come to enjoy this ‘activity’ too.  When all is in the cupboards, I will tell a story on the mat, and after a home-song, the children may take their cooking treat and share it on the way home.  

There may be times we completely break away from our routine, and go to the park across the way for morning tea on a sunny autumn morning, or visit the Fire Station.  Otherwise our rhythm is : Arrivals at 10am (Please bring $5 and a piece of washed fruit per child), baking, morning tea, play time, pack-away and story, finishing at noon.  

If you are experiencing difficulties at Playgroup or have parenting questions, I am free most evenings (except Thursdays) after 8pm. Kim: 5775 1174.

Welcome to Playgroup!

A hundred failures must not rob us of our faith to grow as a parent of this child.

“In the midst of even the worst crisis,

It is possible to visualize a calm place within yourself.

                                      Give from that place.”           

                                                              Stephanie Dorwick, from ‘Daily Acts of Love’

