
Parents as partners in learning – early years 

RESOURCES 

Resource 6: Ideas for learning games 

Note: the ideas below are adapted from Activities and Games For Busy Parents and Children to Do 
Together by Roger Hurn. The activities are intended as suggestions to get parents thinking about the type 
of things they can do with their children of different ages. Some parents will not need this level of help 
and will already have their own games and activities.  

Things to do on the way to and from school 

Our brains are like any other part of our body – they need to be exercised regularly if they’re 
going to work at their best. But, just like ordinary exercise, you need to warm up before you 
start. So think of the ideas and activities here as short brain warm-up exercises to get your 
child thinking creatively.   

Rhyme time (for all children) 

Poetry is lots of fun. Rappers are modern poets and they have helped to make rhyming ‘cool’. 
Most rappers speak in rhyming couplets so many children are used to this form of poetry. You 
can use this to your advantage by having a rapping ‘duel’ with your child. All you have to do is 
trade rhyming words with them until one of you can’t come up with a new rhyme.  

How to play: 

Start with a word that lots of words will rhyme with, such as ‘blue’. You say, ‘I’m a rhymer, 
there’s none finer and my word is blue.’ 

Your child then has to repeat what you’ve said but supply a different word that rhymes with 
blue. When they’ve done so it’s your turn again.  When one of you fails to make a rhyme one 
point is awarded to the other player who starts the next round by saying, ‘I’m a rhymer, there’s 
none finer and my word is…  The game ends when you either arrive at school or home. 

Back-to-front (for older children) 

When you look at words in a mirror they appear to be written backwards. This game is based 
on that idea. All you have to do is challenge your children to think of a word that has a meaning 
when it is reversed, eg, tip becomes pit when the letters are written back-to-front.   

How to play: 

Give your children a word that has a meaning when spelled forwards and backwards. Don’t put 
them off by starting with a really difficult one. Now challenge each child in turn to think of an 
example. They score one point for each letter in the word they come up with.  Eg, tool/loot = 4 
points. Palindromes (words that are the same written backwards as forwards) score double 
points. Eg, noon = 8 points. 
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I-spy (for all children) 

This is an old favourite with a twist. Your children have to discover the identity of an object in 
your car from a series of descriptive clues. 

How to play: 

You start the game by spotting an object that is INSIDE the car, such as a sweet wrapper 
(there’s bound to be at least one!) but you don’t tell the children what you’ve seen. You give 
one clue, such as, ‘I spy something that begins with a “w”.’ The children take turns trying to 
guess what you’ve spotted by asking yes or no questions. After each child guesses once, 
another clue is given. In this case the second clue might be, ‘I spy something that begins with 
“w” and is green and white.’ The first player to guess correctly spies the next object. 

 

Who is it? (for older children) 

This game is another one that helps to build up children’s powers of description. 
  
How to play: 

You have to think of a famous person from any time period or walk of life.  Now give the 
children a two-word description about the person using that person's first and last initials.  

For example, you might say, ‘Electric Performer’. The children must think of well-known people 
with the initials ‘E.P.’ who fit the bill (eg, Elvis Presley.) However, if each player has guessed 
once and the identity of the mystery figure has not been discovered, let the children ask one 
yes or no question before the next guess. For instance they could ask, ‘Is this person dead?’ or 
‘Was he or she a film star?’ or ‘Is the mystery figure a man or a woman?’ and so on. The first 
player to guess correctly chooses the next mystery figure. 

 

Word power (for all children) 

This game makes children think carefully about spelling. 

How to play: 

The aim of this game is to build words using one letter at a time. Each of the children takes a 
turn by adding one new letter to the string of letters the previous players used to create a 
brand new word.   

For example, you start the game with ‘a’. The next player adds an ‘n’ to form the word 
‘an’. Player three adds a ‘t’ to form the word ‘ant’. Player four adds a ‘p’ for the word ‘pant’. The 
letters can be used in any combination, provided ALL the letters are used each time a player 
takes a turn.  

Whoever starts the round must begin by using a vowel. The first ‘word’ is the only one that 
doesn't have to be a complete word.   

When a player can’t think of how to make a new word by adding a letter they are out. When 
only one player is left they are awarded a point and a new round begins. 
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Twenty questions (for all children) 

This game is another old favourite but it really helps children to think clearly and logically. 

How to play: 

Tell the children that you have thought of a person, place or thing and they have to discover 
who or what it is by asking ‘yes or no’ questions. Explain that they can only ask 20 questions. 
Make sure they understand that the idea is not just to guess but to use the questions to work 
out what the object you’re thinking of is. You win if they haven’t found out what it is by the 
time they’ve used up all their questions. 

Acronyms (for older children) 

Acronyms like NIMBY (not in my back yard) are now part of our lives whether we want them to 
be or not. You may find them annoying but here is a game that will allow you to teach your 
children the meaning of the word acronym and get them thinking creatively at the same time. 

How to play: 

You use car number plate letters that you see on the way to or from school to come up with the 
name of a fictitious governmental, business or other organisation. For example, UKL could be 
an acronym for United Kangaroo Leapers. Everybody takes a turn to come up with a silly 
acronym and whoever makes the others laugh or groan loudest wins that round. 

Alphabetical trip (for younger children) 

You can use this game to help children with their alphabet and to build up their ability to 
memorise sequences of words. 

How to play: 

Begin the game by starting with the letter ‘a’ and saying, ‘I'm going on a trip, and I'm going to 
bring ____ ‘ and name something that begins with the letter ‘a’. The next player has to repeat 
what you’ve said and add something that starts with a ‘b’. The next repeats what they said, but 
adds a ‘c’ item, and so on until someone can't remember the whole list. For very small children, 
don't repeat and just let them add a new item that is the next letter of the alphabet. 

Things to do in ten minutes 

Frog in a box game 

Put a box on the floor and mark a line about 2 to 3 metres away. Your child must throw a bean 
bag/ping pong ball/fluffy toy/teddy bear/frog/duster underarm into the box. If your child gets it 
in, you ask them an 'easy' question, eg, 3x2. If they get it right they win a point. BUT, if they 
missed the box, you ask them a ‘hard’ question, eg, 7x9. If they get it right they win the point. 
Then it’s your turn for a shot and so on. See who can be the first to score 10 points. 

Likes and dislikes 

If your child is going to develop a real love of books and reading you need to find out what type 
of books they really like. This doesn’t have to be time-consuming. You can do this quite simply 
by evaluating each book you share with them. Don’t just ask them if they liked it – encourage 
them to tell you what part they liked most. What was the scariest/funniest/saddest illustration? 
Who was the most lovable character? If they enjoyed it see if you can find other books by the 
same author/illustrator. 
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Building confidence 

A simple way of putting your child in charge of the reading process and increasing their 
confidence is if they have insisted on hearing again a book they love and know by heart. Give it 
to them then ask them to look at the pictures and tell you the story. 

Book summaries 

Another ten-minute activity is to summarise a familiar book for your child. Talk about the 
beginning, middle and end of the story. When they have heard you do this with a few books ask 
them to summarise the book instead of you. You can prompt them if they become a little 
muddled and, for example, put the end before the middle. 

Discussion 

You can have some interesting conversations about stories with your child in just ten minutes. 
You can do this by linking the story lines of books to real life when you talk with them.  For 
example, if they’ve just read Maurice Sendak’s Where the Wild Things Are, ask them if the 
characters remind them of anyone they know. This is bound to spark a lively discussion. 

Looking closely 

Favourite picture books are also great for helping children to build up their vocabularies.  Take 
ten minutes to really focus on particular illustrations. Encourage your child to tell you what they 
see by asking open-ended questions like ‘Why do you think ... ?’ 

Book critic 

Children often have strong opinions about the books they’ve read. Challenge them to be a book 
critic and write, in ten minutes, a simple review of the book you’ve shared. They can then read 
their review to other members of their family or even take it into school to show their teacher. 

The TV Interview 

Another fun thing to do is to get your child to look at a story from an unusual perspective. For 
example, we normally read Little Red Riding Hood from her point of view but why not ask your 
child to think about how the Wolf or Granny might have felt? Then you can play the part of a 
television reporter who interviews the character for the TV news so that they can tell their side 
of the story.   

Alternatively, you can take a very well-known story and turn it on its head by making Snow 
White really naughty and her wicked stepmother nice.   

The ten-minute story 

Why not write a story with your child in ten minutes?  All you have to do is take a large piece of 
paper and write WHO, WHAT, WHERE, WHEN and WHY on it and use these questions to work 
out the plot. An excellent starting-point for your story is to take a tale you both know and write 
about what happened next. For example, did Cinderella and Prince Charming really live happily 
ever after?  What happened when the Three Bears caught up with Goldilocks? Was the 
woodcutter in the Little Red Riding Hood story prosecuted for what he did to the Wolf? 

Dangerous words 

You can teach your children to read important words with flashcards. Just write down words 
such as DANGER, POISON, STOP, EXIT, FIRE ALARM, KEEP OUT on your flash cards. Show your 
children how to identify these words. Tell them what they mean and why they're important. 
Then make a game with these flashcards. Ask them to say when and where they might see 
each one in real life.  
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