	Let the Games Begin!
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	Outdoor activities your children will want to play all summer.
by Salley Shannon
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There's nothing more fun for kids than playing a great game in their own backyard. But as summer goes on, you may sometimes find yourself running out of fresh ideas for activities. To jump start your imagination, and maybe some of your own memories of long summer days spent outdoors, we're presenting four games that preschoolers and parents can play together. 

There were a few important guidelines we used in choosing the games. First, a four-year-old can master them, and younger children can join in, too. The games involve lots of movement, so fun and exercise are nicely combined. 

Second, none of the games involve making a player sit out of the action when he is tagged or otherwise eliminated. Third, the games are not competitive. Games in which there is a winner and a loser are not appropriate for kids aged two and three, according to Peggy Kaye, the author of several game books for children, including Games for Learning (Farrar, Straus & Giroux). Such games are also not the sort youngsters typically like to play. In fact, it usually isn't until children reach the age of five that they even begin to understand the concept of competition. 

These games encourage cooperation and leave plenty of room for creativity. Remember: If a kid-pleasing variation strikes you as you play, go ahead and bend the rules! 

SPIDER TAG 
How to Play Start by defining a play area that's big enough for kids to do a good amount of running around. 

Two players are spiders, and their mission is to tag everyone else. When a child is tagged, he must become part of the spider's web: a designated area in which the tagged players lie down next to one another and make a weblike construction either by touching heads, hands, or feet. As more players are tagged, they join the web, until everyone has been caught. 

The two spiders then walk through the web, carefully stepping between outstretched arms and legs as they decide which two of their prey to have for dinner. The players chosen become the spiders in the next round. 

LAUGHING STATUES 
How to Play Designate an area in which to play, then choose one child to be the leader. When the leader calls "Go!" the players must race madly around the yard, dancing, whirling, bending—whatever comes to mind. When the leader yells "Freeze!" the players pretend to be statues and stand as still as they can. 

The leader then walks to each statue, stares at it intensely, and says "Ha!" If the statue moves or laughs, he must join the leader and attempt to make the other statues laugh. The leader and his giggling entourage visit each remaining statue. The last one to stay successfully petrified becomes the leader in the next round. 

Variation Make the object of the game for the leader to choose the funniest-looking statue. Whoever he chooses becomes the next leader. 

CHARLIE OVER THE WATER 
How to Play The players form a circle with one person—"it"—in the center. (Be sure to explain to young children that being "it" doesn't mean anything bad.) Then, as the players walk or skip around "it," they chant: "Charlie over the water,/Charlie over the sea,/Charlie caught a blackbird,/Can't catch me!" 

As the players say the word me, they all quickly squat—or try to—before the player in the center has a chance to tag them. If "it" doesn't tag anyone, the children circle her again. Once a player is tagged, that child becomes "it." One suggestion: Because the youngest children may have a tendency to squat before the right moment, which can lead to squabbling, rehearse the circling part of the game before you start playing. This is the best way to nip the problem in the bud. 

Variations Have players hop on one foot around "it." Or tell the children to make up any goofy movement they like. To keep a child from being "it" too long (this often happens to younger players, who just aren't as fast as older kids), make a rule that a player can only be "it" for three circlings. If she hasn't tagged someone by then, she gets to choose someone else to be "it." 

THE FUN-A-THON 
With Olympic fever in the air this summer, these activities offer a way to give your preschoolers a taste of age-appropriate athletic fun. It's a good idea to explain to children that in the Olympic Games, athletes participate in many events, suggests Rhonda Clements, Ed.D., coordinator of graduate physical education at Hofstra University in Hempstead, New York. Then tell the kids that today they will get a chance to do so, too. 

How to Play Gather the children in a group. (This game can also be played with an adult and just one child.) Have them spread out enough so that each player can move around without bumping anybody else. Ask each child to imitate each activity the coach (you) says and does. For example, try this: "Stretch your body long,/Then flex your muscles and feel strong!/Hop, hop, hop/Ten times before you stop./Spin around and around./Use your arms for balance and don't fall down." 

Some other backyard Olympic-style ideas: Put on music, spread out an old blanket, and let kids make up their own gymnastic floor exercises. You could also lay hula hoops on the floor and have kids jump or hop in and out of them, or have them twirl crepe paper streamers to music, suggests Sandra E. Fisher, coordinator of the Early Learning Center at Kutztown University of Pennsylvania. Use small cushions or blocks, and set up hurdles for children to jump. If enough children are playing, show them how to run team relay races. 

When you put on your shorts and running shoes and play any of these games with your child, you show her that you place a high value on exercise, fun, and good sportsmanship. And, by placing an emphasis on cooperation—not just on doing well or winning the game—you're instructing your child how to play with grace and good humor. 

Why Competition Doesn't Count 
Preschool-age children get more excitement out of simply playing a game than they do from either winning or losing, notes Frank Smoll, Ph.D., professor of psychology at the University of Washington in Seattle and the author of The Parents' Complete Guide to Youth Sports (American Alliance). "Before the age of six, children simply are not mature enough to grasp what competition means," says Dr. Smoll. 

Though youngsters this age may appear to be competing in a game, they are really just mimicking older children and adults, Dr. Smoll explains. If you decide to hand out awards for your outdoor games, make sure everyone has a chance to get one. Otherwise, a child may think you favor others over her. 

Salley Shannon plays games with her three children in Kensington, Maryland.
