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Praise for
It’s Ok Not to Share

“Bold. Unconventional. And downright useful! Through science, stories, and her Renegade Rules, Shumaker beautifully shows us why letting kids be kids may be the single most important thing we can do as parents.”

—Anthony T. DeBenedet, M.D., coauthor of The Art of Roughhousing:
Good Old-Fashioned Horseplay and Why Every Kid Needs It

“From ‘Bombs, Guns, and Bad Guys Allowed’ to ‘“I Hate You!” Is Nothing Personal,’ the table of contents alone is music to my ears. Heather Shumaker is a healthy mom I can relate to—and I’ll bet you will, too, when you hear out her logic.”

—Paula Spencer, author of Momfidence

“These Renegade Rules will resonate with what you know to be true, speak to what you want most for your children, and teach you how to achieve it. Don’t let this one slip off your reading list.”

—Becky A. Bailey, Ph.D., author of Conscious Discipline and Easy to Love, Difficult to Discipline

“This beautifully written book celebrates young boys and all active preschoolers. It acts as a guide through the high emotions and roughhousing energy of the preschool years, and provides immediate, sanity-saving answers to tough parenting questions. I highly recommend it.”

—Michael Gurian, author of The Wonder of Boys and The Good Son

“It’s OK Not to Share is a refreshing change from the usual admonitions to parents to over-control their children. Instead, Shumaker’s Renegade Rules are based on what children really need: room for play, freedom to express their emotions, choices during free play time, and understanding of what makes them tick. The results may not always be quiet or elegant, but it is what children need to thrive—and your life won’t be dull!”

—Lawrence J. Cohen, Ph.D., author of Playful Parenting, coauthor of The Art of Roughhousing

“Shumaker’s book is a must-read for parents and teachers. Finally, [here is] an author who recognizes the development of young children and which practices are needed. Heather gives permission to play and shows us how to develop spaces and curricula that support this endeavor. These Renegade Rules are a must for adults to follow. Some of my favorites are: ‘“I Hate You!” Is Nothing Personal,’ ‘Let Her Hog the Toy All Day,’ and my favorite, ‘Only Punch Friends.’ If you are planning on having children, currently have children, or work with children, this is a book you will want with you all the time.”

—Daniel J. Hodgins, author of Boys: Changing the Classroom, Not the Child
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Author’s Note

I am grateful to the many families and teachers who shared their stories to bring these ideas to life. While the age and sex of children depicted in the book have not been altered, names and some details have been changed to protect family privacy.
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Introduction

The Renegade Rules inside this book are not entirely mine. The seeds for these ideas come from the accumulated wisdom of a tiny progressive preschool tucked near the banks of the Olentangy River in Columbus, Ohio.

In this forgotten spot, children can box and wrestle. They can paint their arms blue or climb a tree. No one has to sit still. Children don’t have to share their toys. But because of these renegade ways, the School for Young Children (SYC) has produced confident, compassionate children for forty years, children who are masters in mediation and creative problem-solving.

I know all about it. I went to preschool there as a child. My mother is a teacher at SYC and has taught there for nearly four decades. Today I’m raising my own children following its philosophy.

This book came about because I realized how rare the SYC ideas are. The very title of this book—It’s OK Not to Share—goes against some of our most deeply held notions about what’s right and wrong when it comes to raising kids.

How renegade are these ideas?


• Rather than force a child to share a toy, the Renegade approach promotes generosity by letting a child keep a toy to herself all day long—relinquishing it to another child only when she’s good and ready.

• When a child accidentally hurts someone, the Renegade approach encourages compassion by not saying “Sorry.”

• Instead of teaching the ABCs to children when they’re sitting down calmly and quietly, the Renegade approach suggests grabbing a pen and offering an impromptu literacy lesson when children are hollering and screaming.

• And instead of breaking up a fight when two children start wrestling, the Renegade approach suggests providing a wrestling mat and even giving kids boxing gloves.



These upside-down rules actually come with sensible reasons, all based in child development. The ideas really aren’t that radical—they’re just different.

When I first told Jan Waters the title of this book, she objected. Jan’s taught at the school as long as my mother and served as director for seventeen years. “But the ideas aren’t renegade!” she said. “They’re not renegade or rebellious at all.” “Well, they are unconventional,” I said. “You’ll have to admit that.” Jan was undeterred. “They’re Good Old Solid Child Development Principles That Work,” she said. “Make that the title of the book.”

There are other parenting books that give worthy advice on child nutrition, potty training and the like. This book is intentionally selective. The Renegade Rules don’t focus on topics where we agree; they highlight where we differ: early academics, conflict, hitting and kicking, “No Girls” signs, social rejection and exclusion. This book sings the glories of rough-and-tumble play, and doesn’t shy away from incredibly touchy topics like lying, swearing, weapon play, gender-bender play (think boys in dresses), sex education and death.

It all started in 1969, the year I was born, so you can see I had nothing to do with it. In 1969, the school’s founders, Lee Row and Janet Stocker, set about to create a new type of preschool—one based not on rules, but on a set of Children’s Rights. These rights included the Right to Uninterrupted Play, the Right to Choose Playmates, the Right Not to Share and the Right to Feel Safe. Over the years, of course, a few rules did evolve (for example: “Wear underwear” and “Clean up your lunch spot”). However, one main rule still guides every behavior: It’s OK if it’s not hurting people or property.

The School for Young Children itself draws on wisdom from early-childhood pioneers, most deeply from the work of author and child psychologist Haim Ginott and Ohio preschool teacher Mary Nicholaysen. Other important influences underlying the philosophy include Dorothy Briggs, Rudolf Dreikurs, Selma Fraiberg, Eda LeShan, Vivian Paley and Fred Rogers of Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood. The philosophy has been enriched over the years through friends and educators like Bev Bos and Hedda Sharapan, plus advancing neuroscience knowledge on the importance of play and emotions.

People ask me: Does this progressive school have a name for its philosophy? Not yet. For now it’s one of a kind, but I propose calling it a “playschool” philosophy. The ideas are play-based and embedded in a deep trust of the child.

When my first child grew old enough for preschool, I looked around seeking something similar to SYC. I live four hundred miles from Columbus, so my alma mater wasn’t an option. But the more I looked, the more dismayed I grew. In program after program, little children sat still most of the day. There was scant time for spontaneous play. Adults structured kids’ play and solved their problems for them. Everywhere I looked, the focus was on reading, writing and counting, when all the children wanted to do was jump, run, giggle and play.

During my search for a play-based preschool, I returned to Columbus and revisited SYC. It shocked me. I’d forgotten how bold it was, how fully it embraced childhood. Each day was filled with risk taking and creativity. Rough-and-tumble play, compassion and courage. As I watched, I saw three- and four-year-olds display advanced social skills and complex mediation abilities. I marveled. Then I resolved to share it.

The truth is, we don’t all have a school like SYC in our neighborhoods. But the ideas can travel. I meet parents every week at the park or school yard who are yearning for something different. Some are exasperated by their kids; others are dismayed by school demands and social expectations. We all want our children to grow up to be whole human beings. We’re all trying to raise caring, competent and compassionate young people. And we need to pool our wisdom.

This book shares SYC’s secrets so you can replicate them at home. It’s intended for you, the parent, teacher, grandparent or other caregiver, of children ages two to six. Here you’ll find practical tips to cope with everything from a foot-stamping four-year-old who yells, “I hate you, Dad!” to a sword-swinging young superhero, to a child who announces, “Katie can’t play with us.” Along with sanity-saving advice, you’ll find ideas to equip your kids with essential life skills.

The time for this book is now. Violence and bullying are in the news. No matter where you live or what preschools are locally available, like me, you want to raise children who can cope. Children who are both strong and compassionate. Children who can stand up against injustice and resolve conflicts peacefully.

This is the essence of It’s OK Not to Share. Speaking up, setting limits and expressing feelings in appropriate ways. After all, this is what living together with other humans is all about. The Renegade Rules are not about greed and rudeness. On the contrary. A three-year-old can stand up for his rights and set an appropriate limit on another child when she takes his toy. The Renegade Rules do flip some popular views upside down, but they are really all about extending dignity and compassion in our parenting.

These Renegade Rules are also an antidote to the crushing pace of childhood. Play and recess are threatened across the country. Four-year-olds are expected to read. You’ll rediscover why playtime gives children vital life skills—whether it’s facing rejection, disagreeing with friends, coping with strong feelings or controlling impulses. Kids can best learn these skills as they always have—through play.

This book of Renegade Rules shares what works. The ideas have been time-tested through generations of families and represent the accumulated wisdom of seventy-five early-childhood educators over the course of forty years. Like me, you may have forgotten just what old-fashioned play looks like. How bold it is. How full of risks, emotions and power. But for the sake of our kids we can’t forget. Kids need play desperately to develop social and emotional skills. Here’s what it looks like. Here’s how to get started.

This book contains twenty-nine Renegade Rules, but it can really be summed up with one, which I call the Renegade Golden Rule: It’s OK If It’s Not Hurting People or Property. When you’re caught up in the whirlwind of parenting young children, refer back to this idea whenever you’re in doubt. I have a three-year-old and a six-year-old at home, so I know firsthand time is short and precious for parents. To help you retrieve ideas easily, this book is laid out as a set of easy-to-remember Rules and Reasons, along with exact words you can pull out when you need them.

You may not agree with every “Rule” in these pages. Some of these ideas take getting used to. Some Rules may not be meaningful to you now, but deserve a second look as your child grows or as another child with a different personality comes along. One thing I’ve learned about parenting is that there are a variety of family cultures. We must respect one another’s varying styles and values. At the same time, I know mothers and fathers have a lot to share and learn from one another. When you read this book, you can know that I’m sharing not only my experience, but forty years of collective wisdom and experience from a team of talented early-childhood professionals.

As you start to “Renegade” parent, take heart that you’re not alone. Four thousand families before you have adopted this parenting style and sent their kids to SYC. “A special thanks for helping me deal with my child’s immense love of guns and bombs,” one mother wrote. “As a complete and utter pacifist, this has been a challenge for me.” Or from another parent: “Thank you for touching Jack’s soul, his sense of self, his emotions—ah, his anger—he knows this one well. I am grateful when he says, ‘I’m so angry I feel like hitting and punching you!’ and he doesn’t. What a feat for a four-year-old!” “My love affair with SYC started like my arranged marriage,” wrote another mother. “The more I saw of it, the more I liked it.” Or simply: “You saved me from going off the deep end with Sophie.”

At times I feel sheepish writing a book about parenting. My children often perplex me. Many days I’m not a model parent, but even then, my storehouse of knowledge from my mother and SYC gives me a tremendous advantage. Where would I be without it? Whenever I’m befuddled by my children’s behavior and don’t know what to do, I call my private hotline, my mother. We all need a hotline. So here’s a hotline for you—a book of Renegade Rules. May it give you new ways of seeing your child, fresh ideas for parenting and practical tools for raising a competent, compassionate kid.



Section I

Reviving
Free Play

Never let formal education get in the way of
your learning.

—Mark Twain




Rule
1

Don’t Steal Play

[image: ]

There’s a sign on the wall at my childhood preschool quoting J. C. Pearce, author of Magical Child. “Every stage of development is complete in itself,” he writes. “The three-year-old is not an incomplete five-year-old. The child is not an incomplete adult. Never are we simply on our way!”

This book of Renegade Rules is all about meeting your child where she is today. Not the first-grader she will become, but about your child’s immediate social and emotional needs. How she thinks, solves problems and lives with her active body. When we meet our children’s needs—where they are and who they are today—we’re giving them what they truly need for the future.

If you’re like me, however, “today” can somehow get mixed up with “tomorrow.” It often comes when we try too hard to do what’s best for our kids. We buy them flash cards when they prefer mud puddles. We enroll kids in peewee soccer when they’re better suited to a ball in the backyard. Together with preschool teachers and policy makers, we often coax our kids to count, read, write, get the right answer and sit still.

What’s most precious in these early years (ages two to six) is play. Free, unstructured, child-directed playtime. It’s an old-fashioned idea with modern neuroscience backing it up. Kids need oodles of playtime. Efforts to “enrich” or replace play with academic lessons are missing the extraordinary value of early childhood. In fact, rushing academic skills often backfires.


Renegade Reason

Playtime is precious. Play builds brain pathways for thinking, creativity, flexibility, empathy and many other lifelong skills.



Today families are caught in a paradox. We’re parenting during a time when scientists increasingly tell us free play is vital to the health of our kids, yet schools and policies are pushing us in the opposite direction—in an agitated rush toward early academics. The gap between what we know about young children and what we do with young children is widening each year.

We’re also parenting in an age of acceleration. Not long ago—just two years in some cases—kindergarten was a half-day filled with play. Today, partly because of global competitiveness and educational policies like No Child Left Behind, the first-grade curriculum has crept into early childhood. Kindergarten is stretching to last all day. With the exception of a few child-based programs, this is happening across the country. To prepare for the rigors of kindergarten, three- and four-year-olds are increasingly drilled in early reading and math.

This is called “getting ready for kindergarten.” It could also be called “stealing play.”

Too often we think about preparing our kids for school in the same way we think about preparing ourselves for a job. Careful study, good work habits—in fact, years of diligent preparation. We need to take off our adult lenses. A child’s “preparation” for school success looks nothing like ours. A child’s preparation for life and school comes through boisterous play, spontaneous play, running and roughhousing, playing house and playing pirates. Yelling, screaming and crying are part of it. So is first friend-making (and rejection). Taking risks—creative risks, physical risks and social risks. Dressing up and storytelling. Trying out crazy (and messy!) art. Encountering conflict. Sorting it out. Young kids already have a full agenda: play.

Times have changed. But children haven’t. Young kids are on the same evolutionary path they’ve always been on. It’s our expectations that are off. We’re trying to make children ready for the next stage of life before natural development allows them to be ready. It’s like expecting ten-year-olds to drive a car safely, or expecting a four-month-old to walk.

“‘Getting ready for kindergarten?’” said my mentor Jan Waters, longtime teacher at the School for Young Children in Columbus, Ohio. “Why ask kids to do that? That’s not what young kids need. There’s no ‘getting’ ready. Kids are ready for so much right now. They’re ready for the present, not the future. Should we teach you to get ready for old age in your thirties? No. You’re not there yet. We need to meet kids where they are now.”


[image: ] Take Off Your Adult Lenses

Don’t rush kids into academic learning before ages six or seven. It’s a waste of their precious time. Child development moves at the pace of evolution. Accept its natural pace; don’t try to accelerate it. Playing ball, blocks and dress-up is exactly what your child needs to do, learning in her own time, at her own rate. Young kids need ample time to explore and play—their brains and emotional health depend on it.



An understanding father once said, “You can’t make corn grow by pulling on it.” The same is true for children. We can push a three-year-old to study numbers or a four-year-old to study letters, but we shouldn’t. Not unless she’s ready—in her own good time.


Renegade Blessings

When we allow kids to play and grow at their own pace, they gain a multitude of blessings. Kids learn life lessons and think to themselves:


I’m OK just as I am.

My parents support and understand me.

I can try new things when I’m ready.

Books are full of fascinating stories. I love it when someone reads to me.

I can pursue what interests me most. I love to learn!

Life is marvelous.





Why It Works

Children’s development can be quite uneven, especially in the early years. Some kids concentrate on physical tasks first; others are joyous early readers at age three. Some need to yell and jump endlessly. Others need to observe from a safe place. The whole child needs to be nourished and all aspects—emotional, social, physical and cognitive—given a chance to develop at the child’s unique pace.

Brain researchers today are reinforcing the tremendous value of children’s play. They’re discovering children are designed to play. Play helps kids develop social skills, memory, emotional awareness, creative problem-solving, flexibility and impulse control. It helps them understand the world and their place in it.

The American Academy of Pediatrics and many doctors, psychologists and neuroscientists endorse free play as the best way to nurture young children. A CNN.com headline reads, “Want to Get Your Kids into College? Let Them Play.” NPR reports, “Old-Fashioned Play Builds Serious Skills.”

Psychiatrists, psychologists and other researchers are all finding that young children need free play desperately—and don’t develop properly without it. But parents aren’t buying it.

This is what I heard in the park the other day: “I worry about him. I don’t see many worksheets coming home in his preschool backpack. What if he doesn’t make the grade in kindergarten?” This mother voices a concern that so many of us carry. He can’t even write his name yet. Shouldn’t I be working on his writing skills?…I’m worried about Ashley. She still gets mixed up counting to ten.

Will our kids be left behind? What about preparing them for the global modern world? We can all relax. In many other countries (including much of Europe, with high literacy rates and first-world economies) children are playing. Formal reading instruction doesn’t start in countries like Sweden, Finland and Poland until age seven. Why seven? Seven has historically been called the “Age of Reason.” In every country in the world, children’s brains undergo a remarkable shift at this age. Child psychiatrists Theodore Shapiro and Richard Perry called it the “age of seven, plus or minus one.” Many cultural rites of passage recognize seven-year-olds’ new abilities, whether it’s the start of school in Finland or first communion in the Catholic faith. It’s the time when young brains are naturally ready for formal school and a new level of thinking.

When I was six, I remember only looking at pictures in books. I couldn’t read and didn’t want to. Words were a bother to me. By the time I was seven, I read Charlotte’s Web on my own and loved it. A child who’s truly ready for academics can soak up these lessons quickly. There’s hope. There’s time.

But there’s not enough time to play. A four-year-old will be a four-year-old only once. Concentrate on meeting his present needs. Don’t foist future academics on him. If he’s allowed to truly play now—spontaneous play with room for running, leaping, ka-powing, crying, dancing, painting, spilling and creative problem-solving—then he will be ready for academics later. When children gain social and emotional skills and confidence in the preschool years, academic learning naturally follows.

Stolen Time: Early Academics Hurt

“My son fidgets when he watches flash cards on TV with our learning-to-read video. He’s three,” one mother told me. “It’s a battle every day. He’s supposed to sit and give full attention to the screen.”

Flash cards, testing and forced early academics for kids under age seven steal time away from play. We can make children memorize numbers and letters and study the calendar. If we’re persistent, most four-year-olds can be trained to recognize letters well enough to read simple words. But at what cost? Early academics steal playtime, which is when nearly all of a child’s emotional, social, physical and cognitive learning takes place. The child’s brain is being asked to do something it doesn’t need to do right now. As child psychologist David Elkind reminds us, “Miseducation teaches the wrong things at the wrong time.” Social skills suffer. Joy suffers. Even future academic success can suffer. When a five-year-old drags home from school and yells, “Homework! I hate homework!” it’s a painful state of affairs. A child like this learns: I hate school. Learning is no fun.


Free play is freely chosen. It’s child initiated and child directed.



Long-term psychology studies by Dr. Rebecca Marcon suggest that early academics in preschool can actually set kids back during elementary school. She found that kids who attended play-based preschools had better grades and better behavior once they reached elementary school. What’s more, they were more creative and enthusiastic about learning than kids who started formal academics early. By the time they reached sixth grade, she was still seeing a difference. And of all the kids in academic preschools, boys suffered the most. This type of long-term research is backed by other studies. Dr. Lawrence Schweinhart tracked preschool kids into their twenties and found more future emotional trouble for kids who faced early academics. Neuroscientist Adele Diamond found kids who played during preschool developed better academic thinking abilities.

The loss of play literally hurts. Research from Yale University discovered kids were expelled from preschool more when they lacked the chance for dramatic play. Dr. Stuart Brown, who runs the National Institute for Play, says studies with animals show that play-deprived rats can’t find mates or get on socially with other rats.

Every hour a child spends drilling academics, looking at flash cards or other “we’ll make you smarter” stuff is lost time. And potentially damaging. Young kids become frustrated and stressed when they’re required to sit still and handle academic tasks their brains aren’t ready for. Too much stress can damage the prefrontal cortex, neuroscientists warn, an area critically important for memory and learning. Unless your child is reading joyfully on her own initiative or simply loves numbers, don’t dwell on reading, writing or math yet. Young kids need to learn in the early years, but the way young brains learn is largely through free play.

Modern Kindergarten

The first kindergarten was set up by Friedrich Froebel in 1837. The word he coined, Kindergarten, means “children’s garden” in German. It’s no garden today. Froebel and early kindergarten pioneers banned letters and numbers from kindergarten. The Children’s Garden was intended as a place for children to play in the “company of children under seven years old who do not learn to read, write and cipher.”

“What do you remember about kindergarten?” I ask parents. “Oh,” a father will say with a dreamy look in his eye, “we didn’t do much. Just played mostly, sang some songs, had a snack, took a nap.”

Kindergarten today is vastly different. Toys actually grow dusty. “We have blocks and a playhouse, but they don’t get used much,” a kindergarten teacher told me. “We don’t have time for them.” With so many structured lessons, including math, reading, social studies, science and more, free play is getting the squeeze. In many classrooms, kids take tests and have daily homework. It’s common for five-year-olds to sit still for the majority of their seven-hour school day.


Play is the highest expression of human development in childhood, for it alone is the free expression of what is in a child’s soul.

—Friedrich Froebel, father of kindergarten



Since many preschools today focus on academics, they ask kids to have social and emotional skills all figured out before they arrive. One school gave parents a handout called “Items Needed for Preschool.” Along with a backpack and a jacket labeled with the child’s name, it required all children to be able to get along socially with no bullying, hitting or pushing. This is absurd. Three- and four-year-olds shouldn’t be expected to have mastered these skills already. This is the work of the preschool years.

Free Play Is a Child’s Right

When Lee Row and Janet Stocker, the founders of my childhood preschool, set out to create the School for Young Children, they didn’t start with a list of rules. They started by brainstorming a list of Children’s Rights.

First and foremost was the Right to Uninterrupted Play. “Kids are learning so many things,” Janet told me. “To interrupt, it’s like someone interrupting you when you’re deep in thought. We ought to respect kids’ time and need for play.” This Right to Uninterrupted Play informs many Renegade Rules, including choosing playmates and choosing not to share a toy.

A half-day preschool program is not the same as family life at home. Daily life does include interruptions, whether it’s eating lunch or taking a nap. I’ve translated Janet and Lee’s original list of rights to create Children’s Renegade Rights for home life.


Children’s Renegade Rights

A child has:

A right to unstructured free play.

A right to choose her own playmates.

A right to use props and choose his own play themes.

A right to uninterrupted play during playtime.

A right to feel safe.

A right not to have objects taken from her (forced sharing).

A right to move and use his body vigorously.

A right to be outside.

A right to experience and express the full range of her emotions.

A right to ask questions and know things.

A right to stand up for his own rights by setting limits on others’ behavior.

A right to be listened to, to be respected, and to have her rights consistently supported by adults.

A right to grow at his own unique pace, following the natural course of child development.



Of course, rights and limits go hand in hand. One person’s rights can’t trample another person’s. See Rule 2: It’s OK If It’s Not Hurting People or Property for tips on setting appropriate limits.

Reviving Free Play

Free play has many faces. It could be a child whacking two sticks together. It could be tree climbing, painting, making silly faces, digging in the sandbox or saying “Let’s pretend.” Whatever it is, the action is spontaneous, child initiated and child directed. The child follows her own ideas or the ideas of another playmate. When focused on play of their own interest, children are working at their optimum level of learning.

Free play evolves and flows; it does not conform to structure. Sure, she may enjoy more structured games from time to time, like board games or sports, but these should not take up much of a young child’s time. She has other, better things to do.

Kids don’t need much for free play, but they do need a few basics.


Free-Play Essentials

1. Time for Play

Time is essential. Kids need plentiful unstructured time to play (in blocks of at least an hour). This means a child’s early years should be free from formal academics, and his early days should have hours of unscheduled time.

2. Space for Play

Kids need places to be where it’s OK to touch, explore and get messy. Where can she be boisterous? Where can she discover the natural world? Your home does not have to be large, but you need to offer spaces (inside and out) where your child’s play is welcome.

3. Support for Play

Support comes in many forms. Resist encroachments on playtime. Rethink space. Dress your child in playclothes (clothes good for active movement and mess). Let your child be in the company of other children.



Free play demands large blocks of time of one to two hours or more. This allows kids to really engage in play. Dr. James Christie and Dr. Francis Wardle show that shorter play periods (less than thirty minutes) reduce the complexity and maturity of children’s play. Kids will abandon sophisticated play to fit shorter time periods, but when they do that, free play loses many of its benefits. At my childhood preschool, teachers live by the mantra that kids need at least forty-five minutes to really get into good play with other children. Once deep play has started, of course, it needs time beyond that forty-five minutes to expand and play itself out.

False Free Play

Even preschools that purport to believe in free play actually give it little respect. Take a look at the daily schedules. If you see “free choice” time wedged in between multiple structured activities, group time and academic drilling, you’ll know it’s not truly the focus. Visit the classroom. Often “free play” is merely downtime while the teacher sets up the next structured activity.

I once watched a preschool teacher during “free choice” time. Instead of letting children freely play and explore, she directed the play by assigning them roles. “This is a restaurant,” she told the five-year-olds. “You take the orders, Nicky. You can bring the food, Brenna. Who’s going to cook?” Better to provide a play kitchen and let the children decide how to play with it themselves.

Playing with a child is fine. Contributing ideas is fine, too; that’s part of play. But when you play with a young child, keep it child centered. Don’t dominate. Make sure it’s give-and-take.

Try This—Add to Your Toolbox

Sometimes as adults we fear free play. What are we going to do with the kids for all those hours? We rush to fill blank time with errands, TV and structured activities. Children’s play engages their brains, but it can be tedious to adults. I’ve felt that panic myself, especially when the kids were very young and afternoons stretched so long.

Take heart. This is what your child was meant to do. As your family gets used to free play, it won’t involve you so much. You can be nearby while your child plays on her own and with other kids—freeing you to do what you were meant to do.

Welcoming Free Play

1. Make literacy joyful

Young kids don’t need to study the alphabet. They need to fall in love with songs and stories. Sing songs, read nursery rhymes and do finger plays and chants. Read to your child over and over again. Write down kids’ exact words to express their ideas and feelings (see Rule 7: Take Dictation from Your Tot), and use writing in their play. Let kids fall in love with storytelling and the power of words now—reading will follow later.

2. Go outside

The world of free play opens up outside. Go to the park, walk in the woods or in the neighborhood. Play with balls. Seek out places with sand and water.

3. Choose open-ended toys

The cardboard box is in the National Toy Hall of Fame (based in Rochester, New York). So are sticks and blankets. Give your child access to open-ended toys that promote imaginative play. Good ones: bells, flashlights, funny hats, old keys, buckets or baskets, blocks, dress-up clothes, blankets, clay or play-dough, ordinary dolls or stuffed animals (branded characters limit play possibilities). Don’t forget sand, water, stones, puddles and the cardboard box.

4. Offer space

Kids need room to play. Give children space to spread out with their “play du jour.” Make room by rotating out extra toys and removing furniture. Find a spot inside, if you can, where rough, boisterous play is welcome. Look for places where you can say yes rather than no.

5. Cut structured activities

Does your daughter enjoy soccer at age four? She’ll enjoy it more when she’s nine. Kick the ball instead at the park or backyard. Involve other kids. Make up your own games and laugh. For kids six and under, if you have two or more scheduled activities for your child a week, cut the number in half.

6. Look for a play-based preschool

This is harder to find than it used to be. If your child is already in preschool, go in and observe. Look for schools with at least three-quarters of the time devoted to free play and playtime in at least one- to two-hour blocks. Watch and see how much free play time kids actually get, both inside and outside, and how open-ended the play is. Change schools if need be.

7. Slow down

Young kids move at their own pace. Unpack your days. Parenting takes time.




 

WORDS TO TRY

Time to go outside!

What do you need for your boat (house, fort, game)?

Let’s read a story together.

WORDS TO AVOID

What’s this number?

This is the letter B. Can you say “B”?

Have you done your homework?

OUT AND ABOUT

“Oh, we can’t do Thursday. That’s Jason’s swimming lesson, and after that he has violin.” Kids are so scheduled it can be hard to set up a playdate. Seek out unscheduled families. You might find them at the park or library.

It’s also hard not to compare your kids’ activities with those of other kids. Maybe Lucy is ready for violin lessons, too? Even if you believe that your time picking dandelions with your child is valid, it can seem as if your family is being left behind. Stay grounded. When fellow parents ask “Are you doing music lessons with Lucy?” answer politely and proudly, “Right now we’re mostly at home playing.”




Rule
2

It’s OK If It’s Not Hurting People or Property

Free play is unstructured playtime, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t rules and limits. For example, three-year-old Samantha loved to pretend she was a dog. She asked her parents to put her supper in a bowl and feed her under the table. Next she demanded to eat “dog food” while sitting on top of the table itself. So night after night, that’s how the family ate—two parents in chairs, and one creative three-year-old in command on top of the table.

Free play involves limits—both from adults and from other kids.


Renegade Reason

Free play is not a free-for-all. Set limits.



Samantha has a right to unstructured play, and a right to choose her own play theme (pretending she’s a dog). However, her parents have the right to set limits on time and place. Not at the table. Not during mealtimes. Playtime comes after supper.

When it comes to play, parents have two main jobs: (1) to limit inappropriate behavior, and (2) to consistently support their children’s rights. This means that when Jamie jumps up and down on the new sofa, he needs to be stopped. But Jamie also has a right to move and use his body vigorously. The play can go on, it just needs to be moved to a better location. Likewise, when Paige shoves her sister, she needs to be stopped. But Paige also has a right to play alone if she wishes, without her little sister. She has the right to choose her own playmates.

Children have rights, and adults do, too. Among others, parents have the right to personal sanity and the right to live in a home environment they like. Limits are the way people live together and get their needs met.


Renegade Blessings

Knowing what to limit and what to allow is the key to free play and successful family life. With the right limits, your child will learn:


Almost all my ideas for play are fine.

Some things—like hurting people or destroying things—are just not acceptable.

I’m not in charge; my parents are.

Some places are for rough play, and other places aren’t.

I’m not the only one with rights.

My parents will keep me safe.





Setting Limits on Play

“I never tell children to stop running because they’ll get hurt,” says Jan Waters of the School for Young Children. “Running is normal. Kids are in motion. And, if they do get hurt, they’ll learn it better.”

What’s appropriate play? What are appropriate limits? As parents, we sometimes hover and distrust our kids’ play. Just look at the rules we make, like “no running” or “no sticks.” We anticipate potential problems with safety, mess and hurt feelings. Although we may have enjoyed the same games as kids, as adults we’re worried about things getting out of control.


[image: ] Take Off Your Adult Lenses

Children’s play ideas are usually fine. Don’t automatically ban the play your child wants to do. Change the timing or location. Set limits on his actions. Limits help everyone feel safe and comfortable and teach kids what’s appropriate. Today limits are getting confused. We have both a quest for control and a desire for our children to like us. The result? We often overlimit play and underlimit other behavior. It’s time to shift the balance. Loosen up in the world of play, but don’t forget to set limits when they’re needed.



Instead of stopping kids’ play in case they get hurt, limit particular aspects of play. Sometimes that’s the timing. Or the location. Sometimes it’s how to use an item. For example, when kids run with scissors, we don’t stop them from ever using scissors. We teach them to walk when carrying scissors; we teach them how to hold the scissors right. If running on cement floors is too dangerous, try skipping instead. That’s what they do at Public School 3 in New York City’s West Village. If you visit, you’ll see kids skipping vigorously in the corridors. When it comes to outdoor play, limit the actual problem (throwing stones near people), not the play altogether (throwing stones in the lake).

Two-year-old Tyler liked to play with sticks. At the park he waved them around, accidentally hitting other kids. You could say, “Drop the sticks!” or you could redirect Tyler’s play and teach him what’s appropriate. “If you want to play with sticks, you have to do it away from other people. Move over here.” That’s a limit, not a ban.

Play also needs limits when it makes someone else feel unsafe. Cameron, age three, growled at Logan, another three-year-old boy. He said he was a tiger and tigers have to growl. Logan looked scared. Is this play OK? The tiger play was fine, but Logan didn’t like being growled at and he has a right to feel safe. A good limit for Cameron would be: “You can growl, but not at Logan. He doesn’t like it.” Logan can even set this limit himself (see Rule 3: Kids Need Conflict).

When you set a limit, make sure kids stop. Be prepared to move them or physically restrain them. No need to get upset, just ask the child, “Can you stop or do I need to help you?” Then follow up.

Why It Works: The Renegade Golden Rule

Visitors sometimes stop by my childhood preschool. On a typical day, they’ll see kids painting trees blue, kids racing tricycles wildly and kids wading in muddy water. Some kids are using real hammers. Others are coloring their arms green or running with toy swords.

Sometimes people ask if there are any rules at all at my childhood preschool.

There is one rule: It’s OK if it’s not hurting people or property. This is the Renegade Golden Rule, and it can guide play in almost any situation. How do you know if your child’s play is OK or if it’s out of line? Ask yourself: Is this play hurting people or property? The answer lets you know when to set limits.

Here are some examples. Chloe, age two, drips paint onto the dining room floor. It makes a neat-looking splot. Fascinated, she drops some more. Or maybe your niece and nephew come over and get into a wrestling match in the living room. The noise is deafening, and they’re right near the fishbowl.

Try to find a way to say yes to play. Paint splatting itself may be fine. It makes interesting patterns, and young kids should experiment with art materials. Still, Chloe’s play needs a limit. Make sure the paint’s washable; put down a drop cloth or move the game outside. “If you want to drip paint, you can do it here. Otherwise, the paint stays in the tray.” The same goes for wrestling. Wrestling next to the fish tank is out of line, and so is the noise. It’s hurting others (tell them, “It’s too loud for my ears”) and could easily damage the aquarium. If the kids want to wrestle, make sure they know the living room’s not the place. Send the wrestling match outside or to the basement.

When applying the Renegade Golden Rule, think of “hurting people or property” in the broadest terms. Hurting people includes feelings. It also includes the child herself (it’s not OK for a child to harm herself intentionally). “People” can include living things (plants and animals should not be hurt). And when it comes to property, this means a wide variety of objects, including a picture a child drew, not just official “property,” like a house or car.

The Renegade Golden Rule applies to most behavior in daily life, not only play. For example, your two-year-old is hopping mad and hits you. Not OK. People are not for hitting. This behavior violates the Renegade Golden Rule. As Becky Bailey writes, “All limits are based on safety. Any behavior that falls outside the boundary of that safety requires limit setting.” Bailey, author of Conscious Discipline and other resources on limit setting, says limits keep young children safe from their own impulses.

Play can get wild—and that’s OK—as long as it doesn’t violate the Renegade Golden Rule.

Setting Limits Without Shame

It’s all too easy to shame kids when we correct behavior and set limits. Haim Ginott was a strong proponent of setting limits on children without attacking their character or personality. He believed in the importance of saving face and advocated for a culture of dignity and respect when speaking with children. To do that, it helps to depersonalize discipline. Make it clear that it’s the behavior that’s bad, not the child herself. For example, say “I see toys and books on the floor” rather than “You’re so lazy and you never listen! How many times do I have to tell you to clean up your room!”

Ginott said kids accept
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