
Importance of Play
4’s and 5’s

Learning Who I Am



Learning Through Play

Play promotes all areas of a child’s 
development:

• Physical 

• Intellectual

• Communication

• Social



Learning Through Play

Physical Development

• A child is becoming much more proficient at 
physical skills and does many without even thinking 
about how.  

• She can throw a ball and catch it most of the time.  
He can stand on one foot for up to 5 seconds.



Learning Through Play

• Physical 
Development

• You can support a child’s 
physical development by 
making sure she has time 
for active play every day. 

• You can also provide 
scissors, pens, pencils, and 
puzzles to help develop 
fine motor skills.  She can 
draw simple shapes and 
copy some letters.



Four and Five year olds are aware of 
the concepts of fears and dreams.

True

True or False



• Nightmares are common and 
serve a developmental purpose.  
They bring a balance to a 
child’s surging aggressive 
feelings.  His fantasies of being 
the “biggest” and “strongest” 
are checked through 
nightmares.    

• They often recognize dreams 
and fears, but cannot control 
them and still need comforted. 
Let up on pressure for a child to 
be “good”.  He is often worried 
about whether he’ll succeed. 
Nightmares can be a sign of 
increased stress and anxiety a 
child is experiencing.

True:  Fears and Dreams

ClickMe!!



Learning Through Play

• Intellectual or 
Thinking Skills
• Children can solve problems 

including complex social 
problems, but still only see it 
from their point of view.

• Children are beginning to 
have a clearer sense of time. 



Learning Through Play

Intellectual or Thinking 
Skills
• You will see that children 

understand the concepts of 
“same” and “different”.

• Gender differences, 
differences in race, ethnicity, 
hair color, etc all become 
very apparent to children at 
this age.   



Learning Through Play

• Communication Skills
• A Child’s language ability is extensive at this age.  Many 

talk non-stop, speak in sentences, tell stories and even 
recall stories you have told them. To have a caring listener 
makes a young child feel important and loved.

As a child’s play becomes more 
complex, you may hear a child 
using language to explore a 
fantasy world and play “roles” 
like mom or dad.



Learning Through Play

• Communication Skills

• You can support a child’s growing language ability by 
listening, following his or her lead, and taking part in his or 
her play.

• You can also spend more time on reading or telling stories.  
Even engaging children in storytelling with you.  Having 
stuffed animals or puppets as part of the story helps build 
their imagination and creativity.



True or False

A child will often develop a 
preference for one parent, 
ignoring the requests and feeling 
of the other.

True



• Children often go through a stage where 
they identify and attach to one parent, 
ignoring (and rejecting) the other.  This 
can be especially painful and frustrating.  
It can also cause marital stress as 
jealousy and anger build up.  

• Parents need to remember that the tide 
will turn and the child is learning to 
identify with traits of each parent.  

True:  Parental preference
ClickMe!!



Parental Preferences Continued

• Single parent and 
split parent 
households can 
intensify this 
parental preference 
and the emotions of 
the adults involved.  

• Children need both 
male and female 
role models in their 
lives.

ClickMe!!



Learning Through Play

• Social Skills

• Fours and Fives are interested in 
peers and cooperating with 
them. They want to be liked, but 
they also want to be alike  and 
compare themselves quite 
frequently

• They will start to show 
independence from a caregiver 
and may not want an adult 
involved in play with them all 
the time, but want to be able to 
show off their final result.



Learning Through Play

• Social Skills

• Meltdowns and tantrums can still occur, 
although they tend to be less public as 
children become conscious of others’ 
perceptions of them.  

• Children are starting (around age 5) to 
understand that another person feels like 
he/she does.  How would you feel if 
someone left you out of the group/took 
your toy?

• Children at this age can also read feelings 
in faces and gestures very well.  Feeling 
as if they disappointed you is 
overwhelming to them.     



Promoting Your Child’s 
Development Through Play

Make play a social activity.

Older children enjoy 
playing with friends 
and thrive on the social 
interactions.  

Gender differences are clear at this age and children often 
gravitate towards same-sex peers.  Sometimes girls will say 
that boys are babyish or bullies.  And boys will say girls have 
cooties or are silly.

Tattling and other disagreements need to be addressed by an 
adult.  



During a child’s fourth and 
fifth year a lot of time is 
spent on kindergarten 
readiness.

Although being ready for a 
classroom is important, more 
important are their 
experiences today.

They are NOT in the 
classroom yet, let them 
enjoy being a preschooler!

Promoting Your Child’s 
Development Through Play

• Let your child live in the moment.



Always planning and prepping for tomorrow does 
not allow us to fully enjoy today. 

Teaching children the 
value of time and right 
now as well as the value
of tomorrow and the 
opportunity it brings 
is an important lesson. 

Promoting Your Child’s 
Development Through Play

Living in the moment with a child.



• Use play to help your child learn about the larger 
world.

As a child’s cognitive skills grow, she will begin to ask more 
“why” questions.  Why is the sky blue?  Why does your house 
have stairs and mine doesn’t?  

He begins to notice differences between boys and girls. What 
happened to her pee-pee?  Did it fall off?  A girl may ask to stand 
to pee or why daddy doesn’t have breasts. 

You can support a child’s curiosity by listening, redirecting some 
questions to a parent and giving simple answers.  

Promoting Your Child’s 
Development Through Play



Learning Through Everyday Moments

Sarah’s story



Promoting Your Child’s 
Development Through Play

Sarah and her dad pulled out all of her stuffed animals.  She 
chose a turtle and he chose a bear.  They preceded to 
have a conversation about the rain outside. Then her dad 
said bear was crying.  Sarah had her Turtle ask why.  

Her dad went on to explain that bear really wanted to go 
outside and he couldn’t.  He wanted the rain to stop and 
asked turtle to please make it stop.

Sarah giggled and said she couldn’t make the rain stop.  
Bear cried more and then took a block and threw it on 
the floor.

Sarah smiled at her dad and told bear that “we don’t throw 
toys.”

Learning Through Everyday Moments



Learning Through Everyday Moments
Bear replied, “but I want to go outside.”  Sarah 

calmly stated, “we can when it stops raining.”  
Her dad asked her “Why did bear throw the 
toy?”  Sarah replied, he was mad and sad.  
“When do you feel that way?”  Sarah replied, 
when I have to clean up my toys and take a nap. 
“What can we do to make him feel better?” Dad 
asked. Sarah suggested a tea party with her 
dollies.  Sarah took bear from her dad and 
spoke for him in her daddy’s bear voice. “That 
would make me feel better.” 

Promoting Your Child’s 
Development Through Play



To Think About

• What are some of the things that you think 
Sarah is learning through play?

• How is Sarah using her new abilities?

• How does Sarah’s dad help her connect the 
words and emotions? How does he help her 
connect the animals to real people?



What Was Billy Learning?

• Social-Emotional Skills:
Fun and nurturing interactions with her father make Rachel feel special 

and loved, and lets her know she is fun to be with. 

She is learning how to 
associate feelings with 
words and actions.

She is enjoying the role 
reversal with dad, by being 
the one to tell him/bear about 
the rules and how to behave 
appropriately



What Was Rachel Learning?

• Language and Communication Skills:

When her dad talks to her throughout their play, he is 
teaching Sarah new words and encouraging her to 
share her ideas through language.  

By pretending to be animals, Sarah understands that 
other people/things have feelings too.  This builds 
on her sense of empathy and compassion for others. 



What Was Rachel Learning?

• Physical Skills: 

Sarah may not be jumping and climbing 

but she is gaining strength in her core 
muscles while sitting on the floor  She 
builds her fine muscle (finger and hand) 
skills when she  makes the bear and turtle 
interact.  These muscles are needed for 
skills as diverse as writing, drawing, 
throwing, and catching.



What Was Rachel Learning?

Thinking Skills:
The entire pretend play scenario around bear and turtle’s 

interaction provided a rich opportunity for building 
thinking skills.  

First, Sarah was able to imagine her bear and turtle as 
“real”. Connecting bear’s actions of throwing the 
block and his feelings of anger and sadness required 
logical thinking skills as well as an understanding of 
emotions.   



What Was Rachel Learning?

• Thinking Skills:

Dad helped Sarah explore her ideas by 
extending their play and asking questions.

She also displayed her ability to remember 
important rules like “we don’t throw our 
toys”.  



Thinking About Your Children

• When have you seen a child apply previous 
learned skills in a new environment? 

• What games are your children’s favorites right 
now?  What are some of the things he/she is 
learning through this play? 

• What do you and your children enjoy playing 
together?



Questions About Children and Play

• My child started lying (and not well) about lots of 
things.  It is easy to catch him in a lie and he makes 
amends easily, but what else can I do to teach him 
that this isn’t the way.



Answer: Lying

• This is quite common.  When a four year old wishes 
for something and they can’t have it, the longing 
becomes unbearable.  A lie can supply the bridge.  

• Lying needn’t be the end of the world. The lies 
(fantasies) can help children face reality.  Adults 
need to help the child acknowledge the strong 
feelings that led him there.



Answer: Lying

• From “I didn’t do it.” to “The store man gave me this candy.”  
Both situations can be overwhelming for a 4 or 5 year old. They 
are learning about feelings of guilt, empathy, and values of 
honesty and trustworthiness.  A caring adult is needed to help 
them learn these lessons and make amends. 

• By listening and staying calm, a child can learn that even 
though they lied, you still care about them.  Some children get 
angry, upset, or teary when they are caught in a lie.  This can be 
hard when you want them to apologize.  Helping them realize 
that an apology or other action (getting band-aids, returning the 
candy) will make them feel better is an important lesson in 
itself.

• The child can learn from what he has done, but does so more 
effectively if he is supported and understood in the process.



Questions About Children and Play

• I caught my daughter and her 
friend (a boy) playing doctor.  They 
were both naked and investigating 
each other’s body parts.  Should I 
call DCFS or someone?  



Answer: Sexuality

• Most preschoolers are just beginning to understand gender 
differences and, like all things in their world, they are curious 
about them.

• Playing doctor tells parents that a child is ready for an 
explanation about gender differences.  A parent needs to listen 
and respond only as far at the child wants to go; there will be 
plenty of time for more discussion.  The goal is to set up an open 
communication.  



Answer: Sexuality

• A child does not think about her body, or about 
being naked with another child the same way an 
adult does.  It is important not to frighten or shame 
the child.  The more attention is gets the more 
attractive it may become.  A parent who punishes 
are likely to shove these questions and feelings 
underground. 

• Children at this age often become more curious 
about their parents bodies as well.  Attitudes about 
nudity and sexuality are personal and cultural and 
vary considerably.



Answer: Sexuality

• Any parent will have concerns about this kind of sex play in a 
small child.  “Will she go too far?”  “Will she repeat it over and 
over?”  When exploration becomes repetitive and preoccupying 
and when it takes on a more overtly sexual nature –especially 
any kind of penetration or oral-genital contact – it is time to 
worry about exposure to sexually explicit materials, or even 
about molestation.  

• Children who have been molested or are being molested may be 
more likely to show signs other than telling an adult.  These 
include resistance to or fear of getting undressed, bathing, going 
to the toilet, changing clothes, and going to bed –along with 
abrupt changes in behavior.  Call the abuse hotline if you have 
a reasonable suspicion that abuse has occurred.  1-800-25-
ABUSE.  



Questions About Children and Play

• My child has no manners.  He demands toys, food, and 
attention.  I repeatedly ask him to say “please and 
thank you”, but he only does this after I prompt him 
and only to get what he wants.  



Answer: Manners

Manners are 
important.  They are 
a part of the cultural 
values parents and 
caregivers pass on to 
their children.

At this stage, the manners are 
yours, not his.  Responding 
“Say please.”  is only remotely 
effective, but is still worth 
teaching.  Soon he will slip up 
and use please on his own.  
When he does, the reward 
becomes his own.  

Don’t overwhelm him with 
praise.  When you do you are 
taking away his role in the 
achievement.  At most, you 
might ask, “Did you see how 
impressed Grandma was?”  



Answer: Manners

• Manners matter in friendships too.  Children at four and five are 
struggling with sharing and taking turns with their  peers.    

• A child who is excluded because she fails to share or won’t take turns may 
need help making the connection between her behavior and the other 
child’s response.

• A child who struggles to master the urge to hoard her toy takes pride in 
her own generosity.

• A caregiver may model it, suggest it, help a child care about the other’s 
feelings and imagine what they might be, but a caregiver can’t show 
generosity in the child’s place.  Any attempt to do so is likely to make the 
child more stingy, not glad to give.  We can want our children to be 
further along than they are – but skipping steps doesn’t work. 



Ideas for Playing With Your Preschooler

Number/Letter Scavenger Hunt

• Pick a Letter/Number of the day.  Have your 
children look for things throughout the day that have 
that number or letter in them.  For example, If 
today’s letter was S, then Sally and Sam might point 
out their names start with that letter and another 
child might explain that shoes start with S and so do 
sandals.  Having Spaghetti for lunch and playing 
with seashells in the sand and other S words and 
ideas that come up throughout the day.  Have the 
children practice tracing the letter and keep it posted 
all day.  



Ideas for Playing With Your Preschooler

Math and Patterns

Have children sort buttons by the 
numbers of holes in each.  

Have children set up a pattern (i.e. 
Red – Red – Black or Heart, Club, 
Diamond) with playing cards.



Ideas for Playing With Your Preschooler

Memory and Matching

Put 6 different colored plastic eggs 
in a carton, have children match
eggs in the next row.

Place picture cards (memory, old maid, go fish) face 
down.  Have children turn the cards over one at a 
time to see if they can find a match and remember 
where the previous ones were.  If this is too hard, 
start with face up.  



Understanding Your Child’s Overall 
Development: 4-5 year

• This list of achievements is not inclusive of everything 
your baby will learn, but it does give you a sense of the 
many skills she is working on during her third year.

• Keep in mind that children develop at their own pace and 
in their own way.  Your child may reach a particular 
milestone earlier or later in the timeframe.



Developmental Milestones:
4-5 year olds

Your child learns what her body can do.

• I can hop and stand on one foot.  I can go 
up and down stairs without support. I can 
skip, swing, and do somersaults  

• I use forks and spoons proficiently.  I can 
drink from a cup.  

• I can do so much with my fingers and 
hands:  hold a paintbrush, pen, pencil.  

• I have good control and my artwork 
resembles more of what I say it is. My 
people should have a head and 2-4 body 
parts.



Developmental Milestones:
4-5 years

Your child learns about her feelings and who she is.

• I tune in carefully to your tone and words.  
I know whether you think I am good or 
bad, pretty or ugly, smart or dumb. I start 
to internalize this and think of myself that 
way too. 

• I am sometimes demanding or bossy. I 
am sometimes very cooperative and eager 
to please.



Developmental Milestones:
4-5 years

Your child learns about her feelings and who 
she is.

• My moods change quickly.  I 
have strong feelings still that I 
don’t always know how to handle.

• I am beginning to be able to distinguish fantasy from 
reality. I am still scared by some TV shows and 
movies, even if I know it’s not real.  



Developmental Milestones: 4-5 years

Your child learns about people, objects, and how things work.

• I separate fairly easy from my 
parents and caregivers now 
especially with people or 
friends that I enjoy being with.

• I am curious about differences 
like gender, age, and skin color.  
I ask a lot of questions 
sometimes about these 
differences.  Teach me to 
appreciate the differences in my 
world and to be sensitive to 
others’ feelings.  



Developmental Milestones:
4-5 years

Your child learns about people, 
objects, and how things work.

• I may be interested in cause and effect.  I may take toys apart 
and put them back together or push buttons on appliances, in 
the car, in the store, etc. to see how they work.



Developmental Milestones:
4-5 years

Your child learns to communicate and 
relate to others.

• I have mastered some basic rules of grammar.  I use 
plurals correctly and use past and future tense. I speak 
in 5-6 word sentences.  I can tell and recall stories.  

• I am very independent and am interested in new 
experiences.  I want to be liked by my friends and try 
to please them.  I want to be alike my friends, too.  



Developmental Milestones:
4-5 years

Your child learns to communicate 
and relate to others.

• I can say my whole name, parent’s 
names, address and phone numbers.  I 
understand safety issues and follow rules 
most of the time.

• I know about things used  every day in 
my life, like money, food, appliances, etc.



What are some of your favorite 
play games with 4s and 5s?

•

•

•

•



Cris Stanek, LCSW

Early Childhood Mental Health Consultant

Chestnut Health Systems and 

Child Care Resource and Referral Network

Working with: Caregiver Connections 

309-828-1892

cris@ccrrn.com



For More Information

• Visit ZERO TO THREE:

http://www.zerotothree.org


