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Toys, Play &
Young Children
ACTION GUIDE

THIS GUIDE 
WILL HELP 
PARENTS AND 
EDUCATORS 
promote children’s 
creative and 
constructive play, 
make informed 
choices about toys, 
and work with others 
at home, school, and 
in the community to 
support positive  play.

Play is essential for children’s healthy development 
and learning. Children bring information from their 
play experience to gain knowledge, meet 
social/emotional needs, and acquire life skills. By 
being a good, creative player, a child lays the 
foundation for academic learning.
The pervasive in�uence of electronic media — TV, 
movies, videos, DVDs, computers, and video games 
—leads children to spend more time sitting in front of 
a screen and less time playing creatively by 
themselves and with each other.  Screen time reduces 
children’s direct experiences with the real world and 
increases their time in a virtual world.  This change 
undermines creative play.  

In addition, e�orts to teach academic skills to
younger and younger children in early childhood 
settings further reduce young children’s time for 
constructive play.
When children do play, they often use toys linked to 
TV shows and movies.  These toys channel children 
into imitating the stories they see on the screen 
instead of creating play using their own imaginations 
and ideas. 
High-powered marketing by media and toy marketers 
($15 billion a year for advertising) can undermine 
parents’ ability to choose high quality toys that 
support creative play. The United States is the only 
country that does not regulate marketing to children. 

Play Belongs at School!
There is a lot of pressure on teachers and 
schools to shorten or cut playtime and 
recess to create more time for teaching 
formal academic skills that prepare 
children to pass high-stakes tests. Qual-
ity play experiences promote skills that 
are necessary for academic success in 
elementary school—critical thinking, 
problem-solving skills, curiosity, persis-
tence, creativity and a love of learning. 
Young children need time to play in 
school to develop these vital skills. [See 
“Crisis in the Kindergarten: Why Children 
Need to Play in School.” Available at 
www.allianceforchildhood.org] 
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What Parents & Teachers Can Do
Since the Federal Communications Commission deregulated 
children’s television in 1984, it has been legal to direct TV 
advertising at children. As a result, most best-selling toys are 
linked to children’s TV shows and other electronic media. 
Many of these toys promote violence and focus on sexy 
behavior and appearance; and most ads encourage more 
and more buying. Deregulation has made it harder for 
adults to choose quality toys that create a healthy play 
environment. Dealing with this challenge provides 
opportunities to build communication channels and share 
values with children. It also o�ers adults a chance to work 
together with schools and the community to create positive 
play options for children.

Parents & Children
•  Spend time every day playing with your child. Go      
   outside to play whenever you can.
•  Plan toy purchases together to limit impulse buying and        
   over-stimulating trips to toy stores. 
•  Provide uninterrupted, daily playtime, and make play  
   materials easily accessible.
•  Create a “screen-free zone” in your home where children   
   can play.

Parents and Other Parents
•  Support each other’s e�orts to avoid buying toys of  
   violence or items with logos related to movies, TV   
   shows, or other media.
•  Work together to reduce children’s dependence on  
   screens and media-linked toys.
•  Share resources and ideas for constructive activities,  
   toys, books, birthday gifts, events, and outings.
•  Share this TRUCE Guide with relatives and other families  
   to support your e�orts to promote healthy play. 

Parents & Teachers
•  Express your opposition to a heavy focus on teaching  
   young children academic skills at the expense of play.  
•  Support schools’ e�orts to promote play.
•  Organize a parent evening about the importance of play  
   and distribute the TRUCE Toy and Play Action Guide.
•  Work together to develop school policies that promote  
   healthy, creative play, and help schools to obtain an  
   array of quality toys and play.
•  Start a home lending library for books and toys which  
   provide and model positive play options. 

Parents & Community
•  Create coalitions among existing community groups  
   that support healthy play for children. 
•  Plan a community forum to promote public awareness  
   about constructive play.
•  Organize e�orts to voice concerns and take action   
   against the marketing of harmful toys.  Complain to  
   stores, write to newspapers, and call TV stations when  
   you see o�ensive toy ads directed at children.  
•  Plan an event for swapping violent toys for constructive  
   toys and books. Involve older children in these e�orts.
•  When you see a violent, sexualized, or o�ensive toy, take  
   action—write an email or letter to toy companies or  
   stores. Explain your concerns by using facts from this  
   “Action Guide.” 
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Promoting
Healthy Play

Help Children Safely 
Use Play to Respond
to Scary Events
When children see frightening, confusing images in 
the media, they often use play to understand their 
thoughts and feelings. Here’s how you can help:

Watch children as they play to learn more about  
what they know and what is worrying them. 
   
If the play gets scary or dangerous, gently intervene 
and redirect it. For example, ask how people might 
help each other. Provide toys that can help make 
things better, such as rescue vehicles and medical 
equipment. Rather than redirecting the play, follow 
the children’s lead. Help them come up with ways 
for extending the play.

After they play, talk with children about what they 
played. Reassure them about their safety. Clear up 
confusions. Answer questions simply.

•

•

•

Parents and Children

Parents and Community

Parents and Teachers
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Choosing Toys of Value 

Toys have high play value when they . . .
•  Can be used in many ways.
•  Allow children to be in charge of the play.
•  Appeal to children at more than one age or level of development.
•  Are not linked to video games, computers, TV, or movies.
•  Can be used with other toys for new and more complex play.
•  Will stand the test of time and continue to be part of play as      
   children develop new interests and skills.
•  Promote respectful, non-stereotyped, non-violent interactions   
   among children.
•  Help children develop skills important for further learning and a  
   sense of mastery.
•  Can be used by children to play alone as well as with others.  
•  Can be enjoyed by both girls and boys.

Select toys that promote…
MEANINGFUL LEARNING THROUGH PLAY. Toys of value enhance children’s natural ability 
to engage in imaginative, meaningful play that allows them to try out new ideas, solve their own 
problems, and �nd their own solutions.  When children play this way, they are developing a solid 
foundation for success in school.
POSITIVE SOCIAL PLAY.  Toys like balls, blocks, and dress up clothes encourage children to 
cooperate and create positive play with other children. Competitive play teaches children that 
playmates are opponents and winning is the primary goal. When we support cooperation, children 
learn to respect each other’s ideas, �nd solutions to challenges, and work toward a common goal. 

RESPECT FOR THE ENVIRONMENT. 
REDUCE: Involve children in sorting through the toys they have outgrown.  Donate these toys to 
local organizations or hold a toy swap event.
REUSE: Put away toys when children lose interest, and reintroduce them at a later date.
RECYCLE: Transform everyday items into toys. Use recycled materials to create instruments, art 
materials, and toys.

A Word about Nature
and the Environment
Adults can encourage children’s natural curiosity about the 
world around them.  Help them �nd little things like a leaf, 
acorn, or rock to generate curiosity, interest, and even play. 
Children learn from the behaviors we model for them, so 
share your interest in nature with your child. 
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Choose Toys That Provide Opportunities

DRAMATIC PLAY helps children master their 
experience, modify their own ideas, and learn new skills 
such as negotiating with others. Examples of dramatic 
materials:  blocks, dress-up clothes, fabric pieces, dolls, 
puppets, and props to recreate real places (post o�ce, 
restaurant, store, doctor’s o�ce).
MANIPULATIVE PLAY with small objects develops 
small muscle control, eye-hand coordination, and visual 
discrimination – skills needed for reading and writing.  
Such play teaches about relationships among objects, a 
process essential for understanding math and science. 
Examples of manipulative materials:  construction sets, 
puzzles, pegboard, pattern blocks, and toys with 
interlocking pieces (basic “Legos”, “Lincoln Logs”, “K'nex”).
GAME PLAYING teaches how to take turns, be a 
member of a group, and follow directions. These are skills 
young children develop very gradually, so start with 
simple games such as singing rounds or playing catch.
CREATIVE ARTS encourage self-expression, 
development of �ne motor skills, and the use of symbols, 
a vital skill for problem solving and literacy. Examples of 
creative arts materials: blank paper of all sizes and colors, 
paints, crayons, markers, scissors, glue, recycled materials, 
stamps, clay, and weaving kits. 
PHYSICAL PLAY promotes healthy body awareness 
and coordination and opportunities for social interaction. 
Use Reduce, Reuse, and Recycle ideas for toy swaps: 
climbing structures, bikes, scooters, and other wheeled 
toys. 

BIG CHAIN DEPARTMENT STORES ARE 
SELDOM SELECTIVE ABOUT THE TOYS THEY 
PROMOTE. Support independent, specialty toy 
stores that have made a commitment to selling 
high quality toys. See the American Specialty 
Toy Retailing Association —www.astratoy.org – 
for more information.

TURN OFF THE SCREEN: 
TURN ON THE PLAY
As hand-held devises and computer games 
become more pervasive, children are spending less 
time engaged in both creative social and solitary 
play. Remember to provide media-free time each 
day to help children to discover their own interests. 
Make sure they play outside where they can make 
up their own games. Help them �gure out what to 
do when the screen is turned o�.

TOYS HAVE LIMITED PLAY VALUE WHEN 
THEY . . .

Can only be used in one way encouraging all children 
to play the same way.

Look exciting but quickly become boring because 
they only require children to push a button and watch 
what happens.

Do the play “for” children, instead of encouraging 
exploration and mastery.

Lead children to spend more time with TV or other 
media, and letting the screen take control of their play.

Lure children into watching the TV program or other 
media linked to the toy. 

Promote violence and sexualized behavior, which can 
lead to aggressive and disrespectful play.

Separate girls and boys with highly gender-divided toys. 

Introduce academic concepts at too early and age, 
leaving less time for creative play that best prepares 
children for academic learning.

Toys and Toy Trends to Avoid

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

(basic Legos, Lincoln Logs, K’nex).
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Avoid Toys That Promote...
MEDIA MANIA: TOYS AND GAMES LINKED 
TO MEDIA. Traditional toys and games such as balls, 
board games, puzzles and dolls with themes from TV 
shows and movies encourage children to imitate what 
they see on the screen instead of using their 
imagination. Each time they play with a branded toy or 
game, children are reminded to nag for more products 
that go with that brand. And each time a new movie or 
TV show is released, they are more likely to want all the 
new toys and games that are linked to it. For example:  
the classic game “Uno” features the Hannah Montana TV 
show, and “Lego” is promoting Star Wars, Batman, and 
Indiana Jones movies. Often these linked-to-media toys 
introduce young children to content rated for older 
children.

BANG, BANG...YOU'RE DEAD! TOYS THAT 
MAKE VIOLENCE THE FOCUS OF THE PLAY. 
Children use play to gain control over their experiences 
with the scary events and violent images they see on 
the screen.  But toys like “Iron Man Firing Missile” and 
“Stealth Launch Batmobile” projectile toys replace 
creative and constructive play. Often taken from violent 
media rated for older children and aimed speci�cally at 
boys, they promote play that imitates screen violence. 
They teach children to use violence to solve problems; 
they make violence seem easy and fun; and they 
portray the world as a scary and violent place. 

SO SEXY SO SOON: TOYS THAT MAKE 
SEXINESS AND APPEARANCE THE FOCUS 
OF PLAY. Toys like “Barbie”, “Bratz” dolls and “Disney 
Princesses” narrowly focus girls’ play on shopping, 
appearance, and being sexy—including being thin, and 
wearing make-up and sexy clothing. These toys teach 
girls to act older at younger ages and that how they 
look determines their value. These messages confuse 
children and promote rigid gender stereotypes, 
negative self-image, and eating disorders in girls. Toys 
that imitate superstars through sexy clothing, make-up, 
cell phones, and microphones encourage identi�cation 
with sexually provocative role models.

BELLS & WHISTLES: TRADITIONAL 
ACTIVITIES LINKED TO ELECTRONICS. 
Electronic toys take control of play, have limited ways of 
use, are outgrown quickly, and can make traditional 

toys seem boring.  They promise to teach children skills 
using methods untested by research.  For example, 
digital art sets that use computers to replace a child’s 
own drawings also remove the problem solving and the 
imaginative and sensory experience that traditional art 
materials provide. The onslaught of electronic “reading 
kits” with CDs, DVDs, and �ashcards, like “Hooked on 
Phonics Discover Reading Sets”, can undermine the 
bene�ts of language development, love of reading, and 
parent-child bonding that comes from parents reading 
books to their children.   

BABY MADNESS: ELECTRONICS AIMED AT 
INFANTS AND TODDLERS. Infants and toddlers 
learn best by interacting with people and materials to 
see the e�ects of their actions. Electronic toys teach 
babies that play is done for them, keeping them from 
creating their own actions and ideas. Electronic 
“teaching” toys, for children as young as six months, 
claim to teach letters and sounds.  There is no research 
to support these promises. Electronic music centers and 
busy boxes may distract and entertain, but they do 
replace human interaction and curiosity, the true 
building blocks of learning. 

Beware of
Princess Mania!
Teachers and parents everywhere are 
concerned about the current “Princess” craze 
fueled by Disney movies and the aggressive 
marketing of their toy line. They see “Princess 
mania” a�ecting girls’ (and boys’) play, 
behavior, relationships, interests, consumer 
habits, and understanding of gender roles. 
Parents and teachers can work together to 
help children resist this marketing onslaught, 
develop creative play themes, and expand 
girls’ choices beyond “princess play.”

the classic game Uno Features the Hannah Montana TV
show, and Lego is promoting Star Wars, Batman, and
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Toys, Marketing and Media

The Hijacking of Traditional Play
Even traditional toys like bikes, balls, art supplies and stu�ed animals 
have been taken over by the media—often in ways that promote 
gender divisions in play. Balls have been branded with logos for movies 
like Spiderman and Toy Story. “Play-Doh” kits are linked to Dora the 
Explorer, in pastel colors for girls.  “Lego” sets are linked to Star Wars. 
Trikes and bikes separate genders by color, featuring characters like 
“Spiderman” or “Barbie Princess.” These gender divisions can make it 
hard for parents to pass on toys from their sons to their daughters or 
vice versa. And, commercialized branding can lead to:
•  Unwise toy choices based on logos and name brands, not on the     
   value of the product. 
•  A child’s gaining status or su�ering rejection from peers based on  
   what brand toy they have.
•  Nagging and stress in parent-child relationships.

Every Child Wants To 
Be a “Star”
Because of children’s constant exposure to 
the media, many now dream of becoming 
media stars. They often focus on imitating 
the latest pop star like Miley Cyrus or Taylor 
Swift who are not appropriate models for 
young children. More and more toys 
promote imitation of media stars. Such an 
unrealistic and limited goal can undermine 
children’s creative play and keep them from 
developing their natural interests.

Buyers Beware:
The Real Scoop about 
AGE RATINGS on Toy Boxes  
As they chose toys, many parents trust the age 
recommendations printed on toy boxes. There are no 
regulations for how toy companies determine age 
recommendations.  Manufacturers can put any age 
rating they want on a toy box. They are only required to 
warn consumers that a toy is not 
recommended for young 
children because the toy 
has small parts. 
This is not an age 
recommendation.
Do not rely on age 
ratings alone. Rely 
on what you know 
about your child.   

like Spiderman and Toy Story. Play-Doh kits are linked to Dora the
Explorer, in pastel colors for girls. Lego sets are linked to Star Wars.



www.truceteachers.org       |       truce@truceteachers.org       |       Please Copy & Distribute

Shoe Box Gifts—for hours of creative play
Giving gifts to children usually means buying manufactured toys at a store. Here is an alternative gift idea that 
you can easily put together. Shoebox gifts are collections of small, familiar items that are organized around a 
play theme and presented in an appealing way. They show that expensive toys in fancy packages aren’t 
necessarily the best. 

•  Decorate an empty shoe or appropriate-sized box and lid with gift wrap and stickers.
•  Choose a theme, and put a label on the box which includes both a simple word and a picture of the theme.
•  Look for most of the items in hardware stores, pharmacies, stationary stores, art/crafts stores and       
   supermarkets.  
•  Use small containers, sandwich bags, or build dividers made with small pieces of cardboard to make   
   compartments for the various items in the shoebox. Young children like to organize play things by   
   returning everything to its place.   
Make sure these suggestions are appropriate and safe for children to use independently; some items, such 
as food coloring, may require adult supervision.

BATH TUB PLAY
•  small measuring cups and spoons
   for pouring
•  empty plastic bottles with pump and  
   squirt tops
•  clear plastic tubing
•  terry face cloth
•  small baby doll for washing
•  plastic and aluminum tops 
•  small plastic boats, animals and people

SHOE BOX GARDEN
•  plastic-lined shoe box
•  potting soil
•  seed packets
•  small watering can 
•  popsicle sticks
•  garden tools
•  gardening gloves

NATURE EXPLORER
•  nature guides with pictures of birds,  
    trees, woodland animals 
•  small sketch book and colored pencils
•  binoculars
•  plastic magnifying glass
•  camera (toy or real)
•  vest or small backpack with pockets
•  small, re-sealable bags
•  bag of bird seed

COLLAGE KIT
•  roll of wax/craft/freezer paper
•  recycled gift wrap and ribbon
•  children's glue and tape
•  fallen pinecones, other natural materials
•  scrounge materials: old keys, plastic  
   bottle tops, buttons, fabric scraps, etc.
•  craft feathers, glitter

RESCUE/FIRST AID
•  flashlight
•  band aids 
•  fabric strips/ bandages
•  ace bandage
•  sling 
•  eye patch
•  gauze
•  stethoscope
•  surgical mask

PLAYDOUGH
•  buy a small can of non-toxic
   playdough or make your own
•  garlic press
•  plastic knife
•  popsicle sticks
•  wooden dowel
•  plastic lids
•  small tray/plate
•  buttons/beads
•  plastic animals

BEYOND SHOE BOXES
Recycle large boxes that can be painted and decorated for dramatic play. 
Create a car, spaceship, animal, creature, house, or cave. Extend the play 
possibilities by adding blocks, �ashlight, tablecloth, and pillows.
MATERIALS:
• appliance box
• paint, tape, markers
• wallpaper samples to decorate and glue
• utility knife (for adults to cut holes)
• carpet samples

Shoe Box Gift Theme Ideas: Use these or create your own.
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Additional Information & Resources

ALLIANCE FOR CHILDHOOD
www.allianceforchildhood.net 
Advocates for quality play and prepares policy statements that will help you in 
your e�orts to advocate for play.

AMERICAN SPECIALTY TOY RETAILING ASSOCIATION    
www.astratoy.org
Look here for toy stores and toy manufacturers that focus on quality toys.

CAMPAIGN FOR A COMMERCIAL-FREE CHILDHOOD 
www.commercialexploitation.org 
Works to stop marketing that harms children. Helpful articles and fact sheets. Sign 
up to participate in campaigns to stop marketers’ harmful practices.

EMPOWERED BY PLAY
www.empoweredbyplay.org 
Helps families and teachers protect and promote play at home and school. Many 
useful resources.
INTERNATIONAL PLAY ASSOCIATION
 www.ipausa.org
Works around the world to protect, preserve, and promote play as a fundamental 
right of all children.
MEDIA EDUCATION FOUNDATION
www.mediaed.org
Produces powerful educational �lms on media, and marketing and children’s 
issues, to educate and promote discussion among adults.  
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DVDs
Consuming Kids The Commercialization of Childhood. Media Education Foundation [www.mediaed.org] 
Game Over. [www.mediaed.org]  
Mickey Mouse Monopoly:  Disney, Childhood & Corporate Culture. [www.mediaed.org] 
Play Again.  [www.groundproductions.com/playground]
Where Do the Children Play? [www.michigantelevision.org]

BOOKS

TEACHERS RESISTING UNHEALTHY CHILDREN’S ENTERTAINMENT [TRUCE] IS 
A NATIONAL GROUP OF EDUCATORS deeply concerned about how today’s 
children’s entertainment and toys are a�ecting the play, learning and behavior 
of the children in our classrooms.
TRUCE’s goals are:

•  To raise public awareness about the negative e�ects of violent, sexualized, and   
   stereotyped toys and media on children, families, schools, and society.
•  To work to limit the harmful influence of unhealthy children’s entertainment.
•  To provide adults with information about toys and activities that promote healthy  
   play and non-violent behavior at home and school.
•  To create a broad-based effort to eliminate marketing to children and to reduce the  
   sale of toys that promote violent play.
•  To support parents’ and teachers’ efforts to deal with issues regarding media, toys,  
   and play.

TRUCE thanks Matt Damon for his generous support.
For more information about what you can do, to give us helpful feedback, or to let us know how you are using this guide, please email us 
at www.truceteachers.org or truce@truceteachers.org, or write us at: 160 Lake View Avenue, Cambridge, MA 02138, USA.  


