Toy Story

A child's occupation is play—it is his time to discover the world around him and how to be a part of it. And pediatric occupational therapists know that the best therapeutic approach to their clients is quite simple: get down on the floor and play! 

But what toys are best to promote this natural occupation in children? Which toys can best facilitate beneficial, therapeutic play for the child's development? ADVANCE recently spoke to experts in the field to aid in your next trip to the toy store. 

Oldies but Goodies 

According to Sue Schwartz, PhD, author of The New Language of Toys, some of the classic toys that have been around for several years are still the most useful ones for therapy. 

"My all time favorite is the Fisher Price® farm," she told ADVANCE. Schwartz explained that because children tend to be interested in farm animals, this toy gives them the opportunity to articulate the various animal sounds such as "moo" for a cow, etc. Children can also practice fine-motor skills by manipulating the animals' actions, such as making the horse gallop, etc. Toy animals also represent their living counterparts, and children can identify with them emotionally, helping mommy horse take care of baby horse, for instance. 

"This toy has stood the test of time," Schwartz said. 

She also finds the old fashioned, multi-colored stacking barrels that fit inside each other to be excellent toys for therapeutic play. "It is such a simple toy, and cheap," she said. 

"[Therapists] can have the children follow directions such as 'get the smaller one' and 'which goes where?'" Schwartz explained. "The physical movement of turning, stacking and putting the barrels into each other is a [beneficial] activity." 

Donna Neidlinger, OTR/L, has extensive experience working with children as a therapist at Children's Specialized Hospital in Hamilton, NJ, and through her private practice in Mercer County, NJ. Above and beyond, her favorite oldie but goodie is Play-Doh®. "It serves not only to strengthen little hands, but it can be used as a sensory modality and as a learning tool," she shared. "It is versatile, inexpensive and travels well." 

Other classic recommendations by Neidlinger include balls, jump ropes, crayons, chalk, bubbles, stacking cups, puzzles, stacking rings, beads, lacing boards, balloons, coloring books, Matchbox™ cars and dolls. 

Be Creative 

According to Neidlinger, therapists must rely on their own creativity in order to find multiple ways to use the same toy. 

Schwartz agreed, saying that toys such as the farm mentioned above generally speak for themselves, but added that less obvious toys can be more difficult to work with. "You know what to do with a toy such as the farm, but the barrels, for example, may take a little more creativity because they are so simple." 

However, Neidlinger finds that a plus. "The toy itself should be simple—[so you can] let the child be creative with it," she said. "Then you can follow their lead." 

Brian Arnone, MHSA, administrator of Pediatric Potentials Rehab, Inc. in Longwood, FL, and co-owner of Rehabtoys.com, explained that most toys come with suggestions for use right on the packaging. "Children are truly the experts, though, in finding different ways to use all of our toys and products," he added. 

How to Choose Toys 

First and foremost on your mind when shopping for toys should be safety. "Don't choose anything with sharp edges," warned Schwartz. "Also, be aware of the pieces—if they are too small, they can be swallowed." 

Not only should your client's safety be of concern, said Schwartz, but also any younger siblings who may be present during treatment. "If you are working with a four-year-old, you can use a Lite-Brite, but what about the little brother?" she asked. 

Next, Neidlinger recommended, make sure that the toy can serve several therapeutic functions. 

Schwartz suggests asking yourself what you can get out of the toy. Don't be pulled in by high-tech toys which leave little room for varied play through creativity. "Some of the bells-and-whistles toys don't offer as much of an opportunity for communication," Schwartz pointed out. "They do all the talking and interaction for the child." 

Durability, added Arnone, is also important in choosing toys. Neidlinger agreed, adding, "They should be able to take 100 washings and still look great." 

"Toys that are made of fabric and difficult to wash in a clinic are better for individuals to use at home," said Arnone. 

Neidlinger also reminded ADVANCE that the toys therapists purchase need to travel well, since many OTs make home visits. "And, if the playthings break, they should be inexpensive to replace," she said. 

Arnone said it's imperative that products bought in a toy store be purchased based on clients' needs. "Some children need stimulating toys with a lot of bright colors and music," he explained. "Other children need calming toys that are less visually exciting and more soothing, such as our vibration-based toys or calming CDs." 

"Shop carefully," advised Schwartz. "It's not price but quality that makes a toy good." 

Land of Make Believe 

"Play is children's work," Schwartz told ADVANCE. "But children should never think they are working." Therefore, while therapists should always have goals in mind, they should simply focus on allowing the child to make believe and play during treatment. 

"It's not necessary to let the child know that their toys are being used as therapeutic tools," added Neidlinger. "It's stigmatizing, if they understand." 

"It is always best to guide children in play activities," explained Arnone. "It's never as much fun to be told what to play or do." 

In rare cases, however, Arnone pointed out, it can be best to tell an extremely bright child why you are using specific toys. "These children are more likely to try to avoid some types of play/therapeutic activities due to fear of failure or discomfort in trying something new," he explained. "If this approach is necessary to get a child to cooperate, the explanation should still be explained in a fun and positive way." 

In the end, said Neidlinger, the most important thing is to be in the moment with the child during play. "Always make it fun and exciting," she urged. 
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