
Creative Play 
 
Creative Play or innovative play begins with the understanding the all games are made up. Knowing 
this is a powerful tool. It empowers your and your kids to use your imagination and creativity to 
make learning or playing anything more enjoyable. It is useful to understand that there are really 
only six types of games. 
 
Follow the leader is the first. Everybody plays this game. Not long after we’re born, we smile at our 
parents when they smile at us. In Kindergarten, we skip, jump, and somersault after others. In 
middle school follow the leader determines which shirts and shoes we buy, songs we listen to, and 
the movies we see. As adults it helps us figure out which cars to buy and vacations to go on. 
 
Tag is the second type. The world’s most complicated form of tag is baseball. The ball is it. You hit 
it somewhere and run to a base where you are safe. If you’re tagged by the ball before you reach 
the base, you’re out. Other rules make baseball a very complicated form of tag. Those are the rules 
the people made to have fun. The idea of creative play is that we can always change a game to make 
it more fun. 
 
Keep-away is the third type. Football is really no more than a complicated form of keep away. 
Basketball is also keep away but you dribble the ball. Soccer is keep away but you kick the ball. 
Once you get the idea that there are only a few basic types of games, you can see where people’s 
imagination takes over to make games better and more interesting. 
 
The fourth kind of game is capture. Chess, checkers, and cards are typical capture games.  
 
Fifth is logic puzzles. These activities are based on intellect. An important part of a well rounded 
play program is using a wide variety of activities, which highlight all the different talents children 
possess. 
 
The sixth kind of game is accumulation. In these games, whoever gets the most of something is the 
winner. Monopoly must be the ultimate accumulation game. Most video games are point accumulation 
activities. Active games where you try to accumulate people are common in most gyms and outdoor 
play. 
 
The basic premise behind the concept of creative play is that all games are made up, so we can 
simply change the rules, titles, or other features of any game to meet the needs of the individuals 
playing. 
 
Here are some creative game strategies. 
 

CREATIVE GAME STRATEGIES 
 
Keep safety the number-one focus.   
Hard tags don’t count.  If what you do hurts someone, it just doesn’t count, and you have to stay 
with the person until they feel better.  I sometimes have the people who are it carry a soft ball and 



tag with that.  This makes the tags softer, and helps to identify the person who is it.  Always 
change the game if it isn’t safe.  Better yet, ask the kids how they would change it. 
 
Reward teamwork to foster cooperation. 
Use praise and bonuses for teamwork.  If a team makes use of all its players, give them a bonus 
(points, or whatever suits the game).  This works great in games like basketball where some players 
are always given the ball and make all the points.  If you give a bonus for everyone scoring, that 
person who never makes the basket becomes the star player because everyone is passing the ball to 
them and trying to help them score so the team can get the bonus. 
 
Have multiple Its. 
When you have multiple its, everybody stays involved.  In fact, having multiple its makes it easier 
for players of different abilities to play the same game together.  With many people tagging the 
playing field becomes a joyfully chaotic arena where mercy tags for the physically challenged are 
eliminated.  No one needs to play up or down to another.  When using multiple its, you’ll need to 
come up with identifying markers, so everyone will know who is it. 
   
Alter the game speed. 
Sometimes kids get so excited during a game that they become reckless and others end up not 
feeling safe.  Creatively change the game speed so that kids have to run heal to toe.  Maybe it’s too 
easy to score in a game of kickball if kids run, so have them run backwards around the bases. 
 
Add more bases. 
Try seven base kickball instead of the traditional four.  Some other ideas are to eliminate foul 
balls, run the bases in reverse (3rd, 2nd, 1st).  Once you open the doors to creatively changing the 
games, your kids will come up with all sorts of new ideas to make it more interesting. 
 
Change the number of balls in a game. 
When we play soccer, we usually use three to five Nerf soccer balls.  There’s so much more going on 
and everyone gets to play more.  Kids who would normally never score succeed.  Also, scoring 
becomes more difficult to keep track of and usually loses its importance.  Kids decide it’s too much 
work to keep track and just concentrate on having fun. 
 
Change the Boundary Size. 
Boundary size allows you and the class to control the amount of action. Use this dynamic to promote 
safety in games when students are running too fast and having too many collisions and injuries.  
Make the game space small if need be.  If the kids want more action, consider that the boundaries 
can be increased, but the students are responsible for not crashing into each other and hurting 
themselves. 
 
 
Change the Focus of Scoring. 
At almost every program there are times when score keeping becomes a major problem.  The 
conflicts and arguments about scores lead some exhausted caregivers to give up play completely.  
Our first step is to use the posters to remind the class why we are playing and what the most 
important part of every game is.  Next comes the arguing rule.  You can also ban score keeping out 



loud.  Anyone who announces the score at the end of the game misses playtime the next day.  Rules 
like this should initially last a maximum of a day or two.        
 
One imaginative solution to the scoring problem is called single digit scoring.  With this concept, a 
team’s score can never exceed a single number.  Therefore, a 9 becomes the highest score either 
team can ever achieve.  Once your score exceeds 10, you reduce it to a single digit by adding the 
numbers together.  Example: A score of 10 becomes 1+0=1.  A score of 23 becomes 2+3=5.  This 
really changes the scoring strategy.  Suddenly you see the home run hitter trying to make an out so 
he won’t push the score over the brink. 
 
Another scoring solution is to play the whole class against itself.  Games where timing is involved 
work great for this.  The whole class has to work together to beat its former time. 
  
Encourage Others to Offer Suggestions 
Make everyone feel comfortable about offering suggestions or ideas.  Play is an area where children 
should feel free to practice sharing their notions without fear of being laughed at by their peers.  
Be prepared to use your class peer pressure system to establish an environment that allows 
everyone the freedom to be heard. 
      
Voting is a good way to let kids have input in how to the games are played.  However, sometimes it’s 
good to practice minority rights and say, "We’ll do it this way today because most of you voted that 
way.  Tomorrow, however, we are going to try it the other way so you can see if you like it. 
 
Pick Teams Randomly 
Ahhhh!  Picking captains who pick teams.  Could the adults of this world create anything more 
psychologically painful for the majority of students’ self-esteem than this process?  No child starts 
the day thinking, "I can’t wait till 3:30 when we play ball and I get to be the last one picked because 
no one wants me because I always make outs."  It’s no wonder so many children avoid these negative 
experiences by playing sick, acting out, making fun of someone else worse than them, starting an 
argument, or sitting down and just not joining the game.  No one should be penalized for having a 
different developmental clock than someone else.  To make life easier for everyone, swiftly give up 
using captains.        
 
One solution to the team picking problem is called the double divide.  Step one:  have everyone pick 
a partner.  Step two:  let the partners choose between two objects—for example, between the Nile 
and Amazon Rivers, or blue and yellow.  One partner is Nile, the other is Amazon.  Now ask all the 
Niles to raise their hands.  Check to see that each pair has one person raising their hand.  Now, the 
Niles go to one side and the Amazons go to the other.  Instantly you have two teams. You can also 
divide up by birth dates, height, those with dogs or cats, if you like mustard on your hot dogs, etc. 
 
This information is taken from Learning to Play, Playing to Learn Games and Activities to Teach 
Sharing, Caring, and Compromise by Charlie Steffens and Spencer Gorin. 


