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The more involved children feel in planning a party the more fun they will have.





 

 

INTRODUCTION

‘We’re having a birthday party’ is a phrase that sends a shiver of anticipation and joy down the spine of a child, and possibly a shudder of horror through the whole body of the poor adult who’s going to run it. But it doesn’t have to be an ordeal.

MAKING THE MOST OF IT

Holding a party can be stressful: the combination of organizing activities and food, and handling a group of excited children, keeping everyone happy and safe, is challenging. However, a good children’s party (and that doesn’t necessarily mean an expensive one) can be a wonderful event that strengthens friendships and leaves memories that last forever. Do remind yourself as you go through it: parties are supposed to be fun. After all, it’s a fair bet that you remember some of your own birthday parties with a smile. Now it’s payback time!

The most important voice is that of your child. There really is no point putting hours of work into something she doesn’t really want. But if you start by asking, ‘What kind of party do you want?’ you could be treated to some wild fantasy about taking the whole class for an elephant ride, and get the conversation off to a bad start. Instead, it’s better to ask, ‘What do you like at parties?’ and find out what games and food she has enjoyed. That will give you some idea of what you can suggest – it’s always easier if you are able to give children choices in order to keep them involved in decisions.

Children are aware that birthdays are milestones in their lives, when they feel that bit more grown up, and, of course, when they get recognition and presents from those they love. Children also enjoy the colour and excitement of celebrations, the chance to do something different, and all the special attention in their honour.

What’s it all about?

This book will help you because it offers advice on everything to do with children’s parties, from where and when to have them to what games you could play, what food you might have, plus tips on the all-important cake. There are also eleven suggested party themes with ideas of how to use them at the party.

So, how can you ensure that your child and his guests have a great time, and you are still smiling as you close the door on the last child clutching her party bag?

Plan: Decide with your child what is going to happen and when, including a ‘Plan B’ for bad weather or other problems.

Prepare: Get organized in advance so that there is no last-minute panic a few hours before.

Keep your child involved: Give him meaningful jobs (like making the invitations) and discuss big decisions with him. That way you’re much less likely to have complaints from him before, and after (or worse, during!) the party.

Adapt: If it isn’t working (and there is bound to be something that doesn’t go right), change it.

Now, where’s that pack of balloons?





1 PLANNING YOUR PARTY

Planning is the key to a really successful children’s party, because if children don’t understand what is happening and what is expected of them, they’ll do their ‘own thing’, which is likely to cause you problems! This section helps you decide where and when your party will be, who to invite, and what to do at it, so that you can enjoy it as much as them!

WHERE AND WHEN

You will need to decide early on where your party will take place. The obvious and by far the cheapest choice is: at home. However, for a variety of reasons, you may wish to consider other venues.

Where is best to hold a party?

Here are some reasons for not holding a birthday party at home:

• You don’t want a large group of children running amok in your home. Any group of more than ten is likely to be too much for many houses, unless you have a large garden and are confident the weather will be good.

• You can’t face the hassle of preparing and cleaning up afterwards. Parties mean hard work, and however many helpers you have, it will be happening in your home and that can feel like an invasion.

• You know you cannot handle the management of a group of children, and need someone to do the job for you. Managing children is not easy, and if it fills you with dread, it could spoil your life for weeks.

• You intend to invite lots of guests and so need a big space. Assess roughly how much space your child’s friends are likely to need, and start searching for a party location.

• You’ve chosen a theme and the venue is perfect. For example, a water theme demands a pool location.

• You know of a good venue and trust it to as a place to hold a good party. Nothing beats personal experience or recommendation.

It is important that you consider the ages of the children involved. Most are likely to be the same age as your child, so if you blanch at the idea of ten ‘clones’ of her rushing into your kitchen, consider other locations. However, the venue should be appropriate to the age and nature of the children involved: some find swimming pools big and frightening, for example. Similarly, a soft-play centre can be a noisy and scary environment for young or nervous children. Remember, too, that a party venue that can take your booking is quite likely to have other parties going on either at the same time (which can be confusing for guests and staff) or just before or after, so you could feel hurried or have to wait while the staff clear up.

Another consideration is the location of the venue and how you expect people to get there and back. Will parents have to deliver children there, and collect? This is not practical or polite if the journey is long. Maybe you could organize help with transport from friends, or use public transport (you’ll need lots of helpers) or even hire a minibus.

Check rooms before you hire them, and be very clear about whether there will be staff that are only there to deal with your group while you’re there.

Home options

If you find a good venue in terms of activities, but are not sure about the quality or quantity of the food they offer (some seem to slice the cake into minute portions), you could start the party at one place, then come back home to eat or play. That would take some of the pressure of being the host away from you, but still leave you feeling that you’ve made a big contribution to the success of the party. It would also save money.

Another option is to have the party at your house, but with it all happening outside, provided there is space to play and eat. So if your garden can take it, you could still be the host – and without having to get the vacuum cleaner out at all!
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Outside is best for wet games and lively groups.



Venue ideas

Here are some suggestions of the types of venue that could host your party:

Bowling alley: A popular location where it is fairly easy to keep a group together, but not cheap.

Community centre or village hall: Often has a room you can book for a reasonable fee, then you can decorate it yourself (don’t forget you’ll need to take it all down again!) and serve your own food.

Craft shop: Some shops host parties where children make cards or other crafts. For the right children, this is a novel and stimulating choice.

Farm: Some farms welcome visitors and are perfect if you have an animal theme for your party. Some also offer horse and cart rides to a picnic site where children can also let off steam.

Ice rink: Some children will love this, but you could be on tenterhooks about where they are and whether everyone is safe.

Leisure or sports centre: Great for sporty parties, and staff should be able to organize games for you.

Local park: Convenient to get to, but you won’t have it to yourself, and will need to set clear rules about where children can and should not go.

Museum: Many museums are very well geared to entertaining children, and some will let you book a sleepover party. Not always cheap, and your more lively guests may find the environment restricting.

Paintball venue: Exciting and novel for older children, but pricey and bound to stimulate competitiveness, which can be rather ugly.

Restaurant: Fast-food venues are very well set up to run a party for you, but you might feel as if you are on a kind of party conveyor belt, with nothing being individual to your child. If your wallet can stand it, taking a group of children to a pizza restaurant can make a lovely, low-stress party, however.

Soft-play centre: Great for lively play, but there will be lots of other children there so you may spend all your time perched anxiously by the barrier, making sure your group is OK.

Zoo: Great for kids; very bad for your bank balance.

When to hold the party

When will you have the party? That might seem a silly question (on the birthday, of course!), but it may be better all round to have the party on a different day. Weekends are generally better than weekdays as both children and parents have fewer commitments, such as after-school activities, so they are more likely to be free.

• If the birthday falls in a holiday, some guests could be away and would have to miss it. It can also be harder to contact families if they are away.

• If you are booking an entertainer or equipment like a bouncy castle, remember that they tend to be booked up more at weekends than weekdays.

Having the party on a different day to the actual birthday allows you to have a quiet(ish) family celebration at the time, knowing there will also be an all-singing, all-dancing party with friends. What child can complain about celebrating his birthday twice? Since many of the friends are likely to be from school, it is easier to set up a party during term-time when you are likely to see parents to make arrangements.
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A breakfast party can follow a sleepover or be a party in its own right – it needn’t start at 8am.



TIME OF DAY

• Assuming the party is being held at your home, you need to allow two to three hours for it (the lower figure suits younger children: they’ll get tired and fractious after a couple of hours).








	Time

	Advantages




	8–10am     

	Have a breakfast party! Children can come (in their nightclothes if they like) for breakfast, with cake of course.




	12–3pm

	You will have the rest of the day to tidy up and recover.




	4–7pm

	Gives you plenty of preparation time, but organize your evening meal in advance so you don’t have to cook, exhausted, next to a pile of cake crumbs.




	7–10pm

	Good for older children, but that doesn’t leave a lot of clearing-up time before you clamber into bed with a sigh of relief.






Whatever time you consider, think through how each guest will get to and leave the party, and whether you’ll need to walk or drive children home or ask their parents to collect them.

WHO TO INVITE?

Choosing the guests can be agonizing for children. They know how highly their peers value party invitations, and will not want to hurt children by not inviting them. (Don’t even consider trying to keep the party a secret – it isn’t possible, and you could offend lots of people.)

How many do you want to invite?

Start by considering how many children the venue can safely hold. Commercial venues will probably take any number for a price, so if you really want to invite the whole class from school, go for one of these. If the party is to be at your home, any number up to about 12 should be about right, but if you are near that limit, make sure that you have at least one other adult to help out. School groups work on a ratio of one adult to six children, and that is a good rough guide. Without doubt, the larger the group, the more work is involved, without necessarily being more fun for anybody.


EXTRA HELP

Everyone who has hosted a children’s party knows that it is hard work, so don’t be afraid to ask for help. You can invite some of the parents to come too, and ask them to look after one element, like a couple of games or the drinks. You will probably feel reassured by the presence of other adults, and working as a team can be part of the fun for you all.




JOINT PARTIES

One idea that can make life easier is to pair up with another family. Find out if your child’s birthday is near that of any of her friends and consider linking up. This is especially good if they have mutual friends. You can then share the work of planning, preparing and running the party. It is important that both children are happy with the arrangement, as an upset party host is never a pretty sight or experience.



Some parents stick to a rule of ‘one child for every year of age’ so that a four-year-old has four guests, and so on, but that may not be

Narrowing it down












WHAT WILL HAPPEN AT THE PARTY?


Keep it right for the age




Hiring entertainers










Hiring equipment










SLEEPOVERS


Plan carefully










Sleeping arrangements



The midnight feast








Lights out!



I want to go home
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