Arts
Experiences
for Young Children
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All children are artists. The only
problem is how to remain an
artist when we grow up.

Picasso, Artist
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Introduction
Arts experiences for young children should be, first and foremost, pleasurable,
joyful, spontaneous and creative.
When the arts are mentioned, some people

therefore, we mean any experiences that

might initially be put off, thinking of what they

children take part in through their play that

see as highbrow activities such as opera or

allows them to creatively express their own

ballet that are created and enjoyed by only

ideas and share with others in their delight

a select few. But the arts are any expression

in discovery.

or application of human creative skill and

We know that all early experiences have

imagination, and include any opportunities

an impact on brain development. It is not

to create and to enjoy creativity in yourself

surprising, therefore, that several studies

and

literature,

have uncovered significant positive long-

including poetry and prose, performing

term impacts of creative environments and

arts such as dance, music and drama, or

arts experiences on children’s cognitive

visual arts including drawing, painting,

development

by

photography and sculpting. When we talk

development,

numeracy,

of arts experiences for young children,

understanding of other people.

others.

This

might

be

enhancing

language

literacy

and
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Arts experiences in early childhood are

By encouraging creativity and imagination,

all about exploration. Your child’s natural

you can promote your child’s ability to

curiosity to try things out and use materials

understand their world, which will support

in many different ways is a foundation

their

for the development of imagination and

increasing their self-confidence. As your

creativity.

materials

child explores a variety of arts experiences,

such as sand, water, twigs and mud, for

they will come to know themselves better.

example, will give your child opportunities

Using

to experiment and to try and try again with

costumes and props in imaginative play will

no right or wrong answers. Engaging in arts

also support them to know and understand

experiences can also help your child to

others, as they imagine what it might be

understand that there is not just one way

like to be an animal or a character in a

of doing something – there are many ways

story, a doctor, librarian, ambulance driver,

to create a picture or model of a person,

shopkeeper or rocket scientist, or even

to move and dance, or to sing. Through the

someone they know like granny, baby sister

arts, your child will therefore learn a ‘can

or daddy. As they put themselves into the

do’ disposition that will support them when

shoes of other people, your child is taking

solving problems and facing new situations.

steps to develop empathy.

Using

open-ended

developing

materials

independence,

they

have

found

thus

as
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Arts experiences will also support your
child’s physical development, including both
fine motor skills developed through holding
a crayon, using scissors and threading
beads, and gross motor skills that come from
big movements such as dancing or large
actions to nursery rhymes. Other benefits to
be gained from activities such as movement
and dance include a deepening of your
child’s awareness of their own body and the
space around them, and a joy from being in
control of and challenging their body.
Experiencing arts activities with adults and
other children will support your child’s ability
to express and control feelings, to help
others, and to negotiate and interact with
the environment and others in it. This will
also provide opportunities for your child to
see themselves as capable and competent
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as they develop secure relationships with
those around them. Children who are secure
in these relationships are generally happy
to explore their environments extensively
and develop interests that they can build
on in the future.

Play is fundamental to children’s development and there are many types of arts
experiences that young children enjoy through their play that will support their
imagination and creativity.

drawing

painting

design

architecture

dressingup

movement

storytelling
poetry

rhymes
drama

songs

role
play

creation
of videos and sound
recordings
dance

music

light

sculpture
with malleable
materials

designing
collages with junk
and collectables
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Play with Malleable Materials
Malleable materials that can be easily shaped come in various forms and include
water, sand, playdough, clay and gloop. The sensory experiences of using these
materials are foundational for children’s future experiences in all other types
of arts.
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Play with malleable materials will support

The versatility of these malleable materials

your child’s creativity as they develop a feel

can also support your child to understand

for different textures and materials, and

how they can use things in different ways to

use the materials to create and recreate

get different results. They will also discover

according to their own ideas and plans.

that actions (squeezing and pummelling)

This type of play offers children a chance

have effects and that materials can be

for real self-expression because there is no

changed, for example, water changes when

right or wrong way to play – it is the process

placed in the freezer, clay changes if you

and not the end product that is important.

add more water.

This type of play will also support your child’s
physical development as they manipulate
the materials in different ways with fingers,
hands and feet, developing their gross and
fine motor skills and hand-eye co-ordination.
For example, stretchy dough helps strengthen
hand and finger muscles. Through play with
malleable materials, your child can also
develop their skills in using tools such as
sieves, rakes, cutters and containers.
Children learn best when they are free
to explore materials such as sand, water,
clay, mud and playdough without any rules
or expectations. As well as providing your
child with malleable materials, offer an
array of scoops, colanders, rakes, cups
and materials such as shells, pine cones,
glitter and coloured paints for them to
play with.
7

dough
Basic Play

Playdough
Start off with basic
playdough and then
allow your child to
explore by adding colour
(paint or food colouring),
scent (oils, herbs and
spices) and textures
(rice, glitter or seeds).

in flour
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, washing-u
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1 table
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or baby sh
water

redients
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add water
n
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together
nsistency.
desired co
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t
e
g
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yo

Stretchy Pla
ydough
2 cups self-r
aising flour
water
Add water to
the flour
and mix to
a firm doug
h.
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Modelling Playdough

1 cup salt
½ cup cornflour
½ cup water added slowly
required
food colouring or paint if
a pan
Mix ingredients together in
ring
stir
t,
and cook over a low hea
s.
ken
thic
constantly until the mixture
ve to
Remove from heat and lea
cool.

Tree
Ornaments
Create shapes
with the playdough.
Use a narrow pencil
to make a hole through
one end and leave to dry
overnight. The next day, paint
or decorate using glitter
and glue. When dry, thread
ribbons through the hole
and hang.
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Make different coloured
jellies, chop some up
and leave some whole,
this way your child can
see the wobble effect
and make their own
creations.

Cook different shapes
of pasta in water with
a little food colouring.
Use it to create
amazing sculptures
that can be left out to
air dry.

Add paint or food colouring
to mashed potato and
play with it while it is still
warm. Alternatively, leave
it until it is cold for a firmer
texture for moulding and
sculpting.

Ice paint
1. Add paint or food colouring to water and freeze in an ice
cube or paint tray.
2. When frozen, remove the ice paint from the trays, sprinkle
salt on the ice in random places and see what happens.
3. You can film the process and discuss the science of
freezing and melting with children.

Top Tip – Put a plastic
shower curtain down
underneath wherever
your child is playing
with water.
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Junk Art
Junk modelling, play with loose parts or junk play is a fun and stimulating way for
your child to explore and to let their creativity blossom. Using a large selection
of materials from the environment that are open ended provides plenty of scope
for invention.
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Junk art is a very tactile activity that

child will practise complex skills from fine

depends on touch and texture. It can also

and gross motor skills to higher functioning

create great technical challenges, giving

skills, such as sequencing, enquiry and

your child the opportunity to work through

prediction. Being able to model random

and solve the problems they encounter,

shapes and materials into expressive

learning through trial and error. This can

2D and 3D objects has the potential to

have a positive effect on attitude, supporting

promote free expression and specialised

your child to develop independence and

design skills, and will instil a real sense of

self-confidence. With junk materials, your

achievement.

All that your child needs for this activity
is plenty of space to work and complete
freedom to explore and experiment. Sorting
materials into difference containers will help
your child with their choices of materials.

rials
Joining mate

per
ue sticks, pa
PVA glue, gl
ng
ki
as
m
pe,
paste, sellota
ips, clothes
cl
r
pe
pa
,
tape
steners of
fa
r
pegs, pape
l,
s, string, woo
different size
le
ho
r,
le
ap
s, st
elastic band
h
nc
pu

Threads
string, ribbons, rope,
wool, elastic
14

Brushes
paint brushes of
various sizes

Household materials

yoghurt pots, kitchen
rolls, paper
plates, boxes of variou
s sizes, egg
cartons, juice or milk
carton, snack
wrappers, plastic con
tainers, bottles
and lids, cardboard bo
xes and tubes
(cereal boxes, toilet rol
l tubes),
plastic flexible tubing
, bubble wrap,
cotton wool, tinfoil dis
hes/plates,
cellophane, pasta sha
pes, rice,
lentils, popcorn, button
s, straws,
sequins, glitter, pipe cle
aners,
lollipop sticks, bottle
tops, colanders

ls for
Rigid materia
gluing on

boxes,
plastic trays,
ckaging,
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paper bags,
ainers,
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take away
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cake boxes, ce
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to
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Other mate

rials

scissors, pen
cils, paints
, brushes,
felt pens, ru
lers, glue sp
readers,
sponges, p
ipe cleaners

Flexible materials for
gluing on

fabric, paper and card of
different colours, sizes and
weights, magazine pages,
old
junk mail, gift wrap paper,
,
per
spa
new
ds,
greetings car
rs,
ppe
wra
et
swe
y
shin
,
tissues
tin foil

Fabric baskets of
different textures
satin, wool, hessian,
cotton, silk, voile, flannel,
lace, velvet, old blankets,
sacks and carpet
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Drawing and Painting
Drawing and painting experiences for young children can range from large-scale
elaborate paintings on a wall to one-colour sketches on a scrap of paper.
When your child is starting out with chunky
crayons and chalks they are exercising
their ability to grip, which will increase the
strength in their hands and their hand-eye
co-ordination, as well as developing their
ability to sustain focus and concentration.
Your child can then progress to using other
materials, such as paintbrushes, finer
crayons, pencils, charcoal, brush and ink (or
watered down paint) and more, developing
finger dexterity and fine muscle control.
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Painting and drawing are excellent ways
for your child to explore both what they
see in the world and also the things of the
imagination. Through these experiences,
your child can communicate what they are
thinking and feeling by putting down on paper
what is in their minds. Painting and drawing
are exploratory, soothing and exciting, and
can provide your child with opportunities
to increase their independence as they
choose their own tools and subject matter,
and gain autonomy over their own work.

For drawing and painting activities, the most important thing is to have
a dynamic selection of materials that are always readily available and
accessible for your child to use. Some general materials include:
✦✦Large sheets of paper of different colours – It has been said ‘the younger

the child, the larger the paper’! The use of A4 paper cannot support the large
physical movements that your child may wish to use when painting and
drawing. Try also to use recycled paper and cardboard if possible and look out
for different weights, sizes, shapes and textures.

✦✦Crayons
✦✦Stubby brushes and finger paint
✦✦Other good quality paint brushes of different sizes
✦✦Different coloured paint in small tubs close to an easel
✦✦Rolls of newsprint that can be hung on a roller on a wall

Unconventional materials
Your child may enjoy painting and printing with
DIY brushes made from sticks, leaves or bits of
string. They can also make shapes and pictures
with other more unconventional materials such
as small stones, shells, beads, buttons, scarves
and potato mashers. Painting and printing can be
combined with junk art, and with movement and
dance, with your child using their body to create
visual art with paint.

Patterns
Use straws to blow thin paint across a large

sheet of paper.
Put paint on a sheet of paper and fold it over

or press another sheet on top to make new
marks.
Spatter runny paint onto the page.
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To experiment with the texture of paint,
add water to make it thinner and cornflour
to thicken it. Add liquid soap, foam or
sand to change the texture. Discuss with
your child the differences these changes
make and experiment using the different
types of paint in different ways.

Music
Music experiences for young children can take many forms and can include
listening to live and recorded music and songs, making music with both bought
and made instruments, singing both taught and made-up songs and nursery
rhymes, and using their bodies to make sound.
As with all experiences in early childhood,

skills and self-regulation. Movement to

music supports brain development as it

music will also provide opportunities to be

creates neural pathways to learning and

creative and to develop skills such as spatial

helps the mind and body work together.

awareness and precision of movement.

Rhythm in music is foundational to children’s

Music can impact on mood and emotional

understanding of sound patterns and can
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wellbeing as it has the potential to calm

help to support listening skills. Physical

and soothe, create joy and stimulate

movement to music is also foundational

thought and reflection. It can also support

to brain development as the repetitive,

social interaction between you, your child

rhythmic sounds in music primes the brain to

and others as you share your movements

develop memory, language, organisational

or emotions in a piece of music.

Onomatopoeia game
Onomatopoeic words are those that mimic the
sound of the object or action they refer to, for
example, animal sounds such as ‘moo’, ‘woof’
or ‘miaow’. Describing the sounds that your
child hears using onomatapoeiac language is
fun and extends vocabulary. Use words such as
twang, plink, plonk, drum, boom and ding that
refer to sounds created from instruments.

Body percussion
Support your child to explore how parts of their body can be used to make sound. Tap
cheeks with open mouths, slap thighs, stomp feet, try fake laughing, crying and sneezing.

Sound game
Fill some small glass jars with items that make sounds when shaken such as seeds,
popcorn kernels, buttons and sand. Put the lid on each jar, closing it tightly, and put some
strong tape around it to ensure the jar is firmly closed. Only put one type of item in each
jar and ensure the items you choose will not break the glass when shaken. Discuss with
your child the different sounds they can make.
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Make some
instruments
Music wall
Hang a variety of kitchen utensils that will
create a lot of sound on a wall or fence
to create a music wall. You might include
pots and pans, old plastic dish drainers,
cake and roasting tins, items with grooves
in them, wooden spoons, rolling pins.

Shakers
Place a varying amount of dried peas or
rice into a clean plastic carton (a yoghurt
pot or ice cream carton works well). Put
another carton the same size on top and
tape the two together.
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Glass xylophones
Fill different size glasses and glass jars
with varying amounts of water. Listen to
the sounds they make when tapped with
wood, plastic and metal.

Coffee tin drum
Cut some fabric twice the size of the top
of a coffee tin. Stretch the fabric tight over
the open end of the tin so an even amount
hangs down each side and hot glue it on.
Trim some of the excess fabric, leaving
two inches of it around the tin. Place the
lid back on and tape around it to keep
it in place. Your child can add their own
decorations to their drum.
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Movement and Dance
Through dance and movement your child has the opportunity to strengthen their
bones and muscles, enhance their breathing, and develop co-ordination and
balance in a fun way.
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Provide your child with opportunities to
climb, tumble, stretch and use their body
whenever possible so they can get to know
its abilities and limitations. By strengthening
their body through movement and dance,
your child will develop confidence in their
abilities and joy in freedom of expression,

All types of movement will also help
your child to develop their sense of
spatial awareness, recognising two- and
three-dimensional shapes, their position,
location and orientation, supporting their
mathemathical thinking. For example, being
able to start and stop without bumping into

and will be able move their body in
increasingly creative ways. There are
also strong connections between music,
physical movement, improved thinking and
the development of a positive sense of
well-being.

a table or being able to point to or place
themselves accurately in various areas of the
room. You can also introduce your child to
spatial language and other new words such
as beside, near, nearer, far and further, up,
down and around, under, over and through.

Use the words below to encourage your child to move like
different animals.

amble
bounce
creep
float

gallop
hop
jump
lumber

meander
quake
rumble
slither

tumble
veer
waddle
zig zag

Turn the music on and move, move,
move together!

blues
calypso
children’s songs
classical
country
folk
funk

hip hop
jazz
opera
pop
reggae
rock
ska
trad

What animal am I?
Make up cards with pictures of animals on them. Take
turns picking a card and acting out the movements
of the animal while the other guesses what it is.

Islands
This is a group activity similar to musical chairs that
is great fun at a party. Rather than chairs, use sheets
of newspaper as islands and the sound of waves as
the backdrop. The children are sea creatures. When
the waves stop, the children ‘swim’ onto an island.
A piece of newspaper is removed each time until
the last sea creature gets onto the last island. This
activity requires a lot of space and can be carried
out inside or out.

Using props
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Get a couple of hair scrunchies and loop strips of
materials through them. Your child can put them on
their wrists to use as part of their movement and
dance experience.

Storytelling and Puppetry
Storytelling, sometimes using puppets, is one of the most important and enjoyable
activities that children can experience in their early years.
With storytelling, you and your child can
share in the opportunity to create and
discover new characters, imaginary worlds
and events, as well as new words, sounds
and emotions. Storytelling also supports
children to understand their own identities,
so consider telling stories that help your
child to learn about their culture and gives
them a sense of belonging. Children are
also interested in past events so tell stories
around a shared event – reminiscing is a
valuable part of storytelling.

puppets

that

they

have

created

for

Children like to use puppets to capture and
nurture their imaginary world, especially

and so develop their ability to empathise

themselves. Using puppets can bring a story
to life for your child, igniting their imagination
and developing their communication skills,
both of which will increase self-confidence.
Using puppets can also provide your child with
an opportunity to feel safe to explore their
emotions – by pretending that it is the puppet
expressing thoughts, ideas and feelings, they
can feel secure that the spotlight is not on
them. Your child can imagine how others will
respond and react as they use their puppets
how others think and feel.
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Make puppets
Puppets can be made out of almost any material, from cloth to disposable cups,
lollipop sticks, paper bags, socks…or almost any junk material.
The following may be useful to get your child started.
Paper bags

Cardboard tubes from kitchen towels

Socks of varying sizes

Ice cream, yoghurt tubs of varying sizes

Lollipop sticks

Wooden pegs

Old stockings/tights that can be stuffed

Felt, string, ribbon, shredded paper,

plastic bottle tops, straws and buttons
to create faces and hair
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ets
Wooden Spoon Pupp

wooden spoons
felt pens
yoghurt tub)
small tub (such as a
glue/sellotape
fabric

inary
imals, people or imag
Draw the faces of an
ns.
pe
en spoons with felt
creatures onto wood
side
a small tub, turn it up
Pierce the bottom of
half way
tub
the
gh
spoon throu
down and place the
ce.
llotape or glue it in pla
up the handle and se
for the
tub to create clothes
Add fabric round the
puppet.

Cardboard Tube Puppets
cardboard tube

pipe cleaners

sellotape

materials for decorating

Pierce holes for arms and legs into cardboard
tubing (the body).
Thread pipe cleaners into the holes and
sellotape at the back on the inner side of the
tubing to secure in place.
Decorate the puppet to give him or her a
character. Children could use bottle tops for
feet and add a paper face and string for hair.

Finger Puppets
small, unperished rubber glove
scissors
felt pens
Cut the fingers off the rubber glove
and turn each one inside out.
Draw a face and a body onto the
fingers with felt pens.
29

Make a flannelboard
1. Cover a large, strong piece of cardboard
with felt, front and back. Use heavy duty
glue to fix in place.

1.

2. Create some felt figures, animals and
objects such as pirates and ships,
hospitals, fire stations, forests and woods.
3. Use the storyboard as a prop to tell stories.

2.
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3.

Playing with Light
By using a few simple tools, your child can use light to radically alter their
environment, enhancing the opportunities for both play and the exploration of
light, shadow and reflection.
Playing with light will provide excitement

different colours can open discussion on

and support your child’s curiosity and

the nature of colour and how it relates to

discovery as they explore how light acts

thoughts and feelings.

as they interact with it. It can also enable
scientific enquiry, for example, playing with
torches will allow your child to investigate

Playing

with

light

also

opens

up

opportunities for your child to be creative

the behaviour of light as it shines through

with the materials available to them and

and from behind other objects, as it creates

can be introduced into many other play

shadows, and the many ways it impacts

activities, stimulating imaginations. Using

on vision and space. Light play can also

light can extend drama and role playing,

help to extend vocabulary as your child

for example, adding mystery and intrigue to

is introduced to descriptive words such as

detective games, hunting in the woods or

dull, shiny and transparent. Using lights of

night-time play scenarios.
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Lightboxes
Lightboxes are a great play resource, used to explore a range of objects and materials
such as transparent coloured cut-out shapes, transparent coloured shapes, scarves, string,
letters, numbers, plastic beads, sequins, glitter, buttons, sand, sticks, paint, natural objects
and found objects.

a large, opaque, lidde
d plastic
box, preferably quite sha
llow
LE D rope lights or
batteryoperated LE D fairy lig
hts
plain paper (cut to the
size of
the box lid)
Tape the paper to the
underside of
the lid. Put your lights
in the box,
turn them on and pu
t the lid on.
And that’s it!
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Gather a collection of torches and use them to create shadows against a plain wall with objects
such as furniture or clothing, and discuss what you see. On sunny days, go outside and observe
shadows made by objects such as trees. You could also make a collection of ‘characters’ and put
together a shadow-puppet story or mini-theatre.
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