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INTRODUCTION TO  

AMERICAN CHILDREN AT PLAY 
 

American Children at Play is an interactive and fun lesson that introduces young learners 

to a variety of children's pastimes throughout our country's history. The lesson includes 

discussion of a selection of antique toys and games from the 1600s to the 1940s from the 

museum's education collection. Modern toys and games help to illustrate similarities and 

differences between the ways children have played in the past and play today. Students are 

invited to test their skill with reproduction toys at the end of the lesson. The program is 

approximately 45 to 60 minutes in length. 
 

WHAT TO EXPECT  
The museum instructor (either a staff member or a professionally trained volunteer) will 

begin by introducing themselves, Heritage Museums & Gardens and the topic of the 

lesson. The students will learn that the toys they will be seeing are very special objects 

called antiques that need special care and handling. The instructor will then share each 

object with the class, encouraging students to discuss what the toys are, whether they are 

antique or modern, how they were played with, when they were used and by whom, and 

what the toys can teach us. 

 

After all of the toys and prints have been discussed, students will each put on a pair of 

cotton gloves and learn basic object handling rules. They will then have the opportunity to 

look more closely at the objects, which will be passed around to each child in the circle. 

 

The final segment of the lesson begins after everyone has examined the antiques. All 

students are invited to test their skill with reproduction toys. This provides an active, 

hands-on closure to the lesson. 
 

ABOUT THIS PACKET  

This Teachers' Packet contains materials that were created to be easily used in your 

classroom. Introducing your students to the pre-visit information and vocabulary will 

enhance their experience during the lesson. The post-visit section contains additional 

lesson-related information and activities to help you follow up after the instructor's visit. 

All of the materials in this packet were designed to help you tie the lesson into your 

existing curriculum and to create a more meaningful experience for your students.  
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CURRICULUM FRAMEWORKS 

CONNECTIONS 
 

At Heritage Museums & Gardens, we are committed to helping you meet the demands of 

education reform. Each of our programs may be used to fulfill a multitude of standards 

across several disciplines. Listed below are examples of how the American Children at 

Play program can be used to meet specific standards. Detailed Curriculum Frameworks 

Connections listings for this or any other individual program may be obtained by calling 

the Manager of School & Youth Programs at (508) 888-3300 ext. 160. 
 

 

American Children at Play   

Collections in Hand Program 
 

 

English Language Arts 
Language Strand, Standards: 1, 2, 4 

Literature Strand, Standard: 9 

Composition Strand, Standard: 19 

 

History and Social Science 
Concepts and Skills 

 History and Geography: 1, 2 

 Economics: 9 

 

Science and Technology/Engineering 
 Technology/Engineering: 1.1, 1.2 

 

Arts 
Visual Arts Strand, Standards: 1, 3 

Connections Strand, Standard: 10 
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TOPICS TO INTRODUCE  
 

Introducing your students to the following topics before the lesson will help to prepare them for the museum 

instructor's visit. 
 

1. Museums and Antiques: Ask your students to brainstorm a list of all the museums they have 

ever heard of or visited. What all museums have in common is that they all collect, take care of and 

share special things. Let them know that someone from Heritage Museums & Gardens will be 

coming to your class to share some special things from that museum. Explain that these special 

things are called antiques, which means they are things that are very old and very special. Antiques 

are special because we can learn about our past from them and have fun at the same time. We want 

to take good care of these antiques so we can keep sharing them with lots of other people in the 

future. 

 

2. Toys and Play: Lead a general discussion with your students about toys and play. What are toys? 

Did people always play with toys? What kinds of toys do they like to play with? Do they think 

children 100 years ago would have played with the same toys they do? Did their grandparents? Their 

parents? How were their toys different? (The Intergenerational Interview Activity in the pre-visit 

section of this packet ties in nicely with this topic.) A valuable activity might be to have each student 

bring in their favorite toy or game from home, or an antique toy if possible, for a "show-and-share." 

 

3. Toys as Collectibles: Antique toys are extremely popular collectors' items. Some are so popular 

that they sell for hundreds of thousands of dollars! Some toys that the students' parents or 

grandparents played with are so special and valuable that they are even collected by museums (like 

Heritage Museums & Gardens) today. Several factors combine to determine how much a toy is 

worth, including its rarity, current popularity and condition. Why is it so hard to find antique toys in 

perfect condition? Are the toys they own now all in perfect condition? Why not? Some day, some of 

your students' toys will become valuable antiques. Which ones do they think will be collected by 

museums in fifty years and why? 

 

4. What Toys and Play Can Teach Us: Introduce your students to the idea that their toys do more 

than just give them something to do so they will not be bored. Brainstorm a list of good things 

playing does for people. The following are some aspects of play that you may want to discuss. Ask 

students if they can think of specific examples of each. 

Å Some toys and play are considered instructive or educational, meaning they can teach us new 

facts or reinforce things we have learned in school. Some toys and games can help us to improve 

certain skills, like hand-eye coordination. 

Å Some are imitative , which means that when we play with them, we can be copying or practicing 

things that adults do, usually on a smaller scale. 

Å Some are recreational, providing good fun and exercise. These kinds of toys and games help us 

remember to share, cooperate and get along with others. 

 

5. Vocabulary: In the pre-visit section of this packet you will find a list of words and concepts 

covered in this lesson that may be new or unfamiliar to your students. Choose a few with which to 

acquaint them. 
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WORDS TO KNOW  

 

 

 

Familiarizing your students with the words and concepts below will help prepare 

them for the museum instructor's visit. 
 

 

ANTIQUE  old, old-fashioned; special things we can use to learn 

about our past; they need special care so we can share 

them with others   

 

 DOLL    a toy that is made to look like a person 

 

GLOVE  a hand covering that fits tightly over every finger 

 

INUIT  Native Americans sometimes known as Eskimos that 

live near the Arctic Circle in Northern Canada and 

Alaska 

 

IVORY  the hard, smooth, yellowish-white substance that makes 

up the tooth or tusk of an elephant, walrus or whale 

 

MODERN  something new or very recent; from the present time 

 

MUSEUM a place that collects, takes care of and shares special 

things that are important to art, history or science 

 

PLAINS INDIAN S Native Americans who live on the flat areas of land 

called the plains that are the heartland of North 

America, from Texas into Canada 

 

PLAY  to spend time doing something fun, like sports or games 

 

 PRETENDING   using your imagination to make believe 

 

 TOY    an object for children to play with  

 

TUSK a long, pointed tooth that is outside of the mouth of 

animals such as elephants or walruses 

 

 WASHER   a machine used to clean clothes 
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INTERVIEWING ACTIVITY  
 
Directions: Students should bring home the following letter and questions to 

use in interviewing an older adult. Question responses can be written in the 

spaces below by the adult interviewed or written by the student on a separate 

sheet of paper. Students should then complete a drawing illustrating part of the 

interview. The answers and drawings can be shared with the class at a later 

date.  

 

STUDENT NAME            

 

PERSON INTERVIEWED           

 

DATE              

 

Dear older friend or relative: 

 

We are learning about toys and play. Your ñinterviewerò will read the following 

questions to you. Your detailed answers can be written down by the student on a 

separate sheet of paper, or you may choose to write the answers yourself in the spaces 

below. Thank you for your cooperation! 

 

Interview Questions: 

1. When you were 6 or 7 years old, what kinds of games and sports did you play? 

Which were your favorites? 

 

 

 

 

2. What were your favorite toys? Did you play with any of the same kinds of toys I 

play with? How were your toys different? 

 

 

 

 

3. When did you usually have time to play? After school? On Saturdays? Did you 

have chores to do? 

 

 

 

 

4. Do you have a picture of yourself playing that I could show my class? 
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MYSTERY MATERIALS  

ACTIVITY IDEAS  
 

 

The toys in this lesson are made from a variety of different materials. Your students will 

be more familiar with some than others. The following activities will allow your 

students to become acquainted with eight materials that the toys in the lesson are made 

of, and to explore their unique properties. 
 

Create a Mystery Box or Feely Box 
 You can: 

1. Use a commercial ñfeely boxò (a box with a hole in it covered by a fabric sleeve with a cuff 
students can slip their hand into, allowing them to touch the contents of the box without 

being able to see into it), OR 

2. Create your own by simply using an empty shoebox held above the studentsô eye level (but 

at a height where he or she can reach inside) or a paper bag that you hold closed around the 

studentôs hand. 
 

 Gather a sample of each of the following eight materials: 

bone    plastic 

wood    cardboard 

metal (preferably tin)  leather 

beads    ivory (if possible, or substitute glass) 
 

 Put each of the mystery materials into your feely box (or bag) one at a time and have 

students take turns trying to identify them using only their sense of touch. 
 

 

Materials Card Matching Activity  

Photocopy the following page for each student in the class. 
 

Making the Cards: Directions to students: 

 Cut apart the eight words and eight pictures on the following page. 

 Read each word and match it to the picture it describes. 

 On a 3 x 5 notecard, paste each word under the picture it belongs with. 
 

Card Activity:  
Have students separate the cards into piles based on the following six properties: 

 Which of these things is HARD? (bone, beads, plastic, wood, metal, ivory) 

 Which is SOFT? (leather, plastic, cardboard) 

 What comes from an ANIMAL? (bone, leather, ivory) 

 What comes from a PLANT? (wood, cardboard) 

 What is made by HUMANS? (beads, plastic, metal, cardboard) 
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What is made by NATURE? (bone, leather, wood, metal, ivory) 

 

Leather Cardboard 

Bone Plastic 

Wood Beads 

Metal Ivory 
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INTRODUCTION TO  

NATIVE AMERICAN CULTURES  
 

American Children at Play is a multicultural lesson that includes not only playthings 

used throughout our country's history by children descended from the European 

colonists, but those played with by Native American children as well. 

 

Three of the objects discussed in the lesson come from two distinct Native American 

cultures, as indicated on the map below. 

 

The doll and the print  depicting a young girl playing near her tipi address play among 

the many groups that populated the Plains area of the country. The ring and pin game 

was used by the Inuit people, who live in the most northerly inhabited land area of 

North America.  

  

More detailed information about the objects themselves and the culture areas they came 

from can be found on the following pages. 

 
 Arctic  

 

 

 
ring and pin game            Arctic  

 

 

Subarctic 

 
Plains doll     Plains 

          

 

 

 

 
         girl wit h play tipi print  
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Native Americans of the Great Plains 
 

The Great Plains region of North America stretches for more than 2000 miles north to south from 

Saskatchewan, Canada, into Texas, and extends from east to west between the Mississippi River and the Rocky 

Mountains. In 1800 this flat, grassy area in the center of the country supported about 150,000 people and 60 

million buffalo, all sharing one million square miles of territory. This area was and still is the home of 30 

Native American groups: the Crow, the Sioux, the Arapaho, the Cheyenne and Commanche, among others. 

These nomadic tribes were dependent on the huge herds of buffalo that roamed the Plains. Buffalo was not 

only a crucial source of meat - their hides, hair and horns made dwellings, clothing, tools and utensils as well. 

 

     Plains      

Plains doll          Girl with play tipi 

 

 
Plains Doll 

Accounts of Plains life in the 19th century illustrate that doll play was an integral part of childhood. The dolls 

were typically made of wood, cloth or animal hide. Those made for very young children were quite simple, but 

by the time they were six or seven years old, most girls played with dolls made of cloth or buckskin that were 

quite realistic. The dolls would be taken everywhere, carried on girls' backs in tiny cradleboards, just as their 

mothers would carry real babies. Like girls in other cultures, Plains girls would practice adult skills by taking 

care of their dolls and making clothes for them. Just like the Plains people, the dolls often wore traded materials, 

such as beads, ribbons and cloth. The doll in the lesson wears a typical southern Plains costume which includes 

traded ñseed beadsò and legging-moccasins. Today Native American children play with both commercial dolls 

and those made in the old style. 

 

Play Tipis 

The little girl in this photograph from the 1890s is standing in front of a play tipi that she would have put 

together herself. Setting up a tipi was a woman's responsibility, and little girls became skilled in the technique 

by practicing with play tipis like this one. It is no easy task to set up a tipi - the long poles must be tied together 

at the top at precisely the right angle, and the heavy buffalo-hide tipi cover must be properly draped and fastened 

to keep out the wind and weather. Women took great pride in carrying out this responsibility and still do - today 

at pan-tribal gatherings, prizes are awarded to the woman who sets her tipi up the fastest. It would normally take 

two women about an hour to set up a tipi. 

 

Playing Camp 

One favorite game of Plains children was ñplaying camp.ò The cycle of breaking camp, moving to a new 

location and setting up again was a regular part of their real lives. In playing camp, the girls would arrange their 

play tipis in a circle like a grown-up camp. They would line the floor of each one with skins of small animals, 

just as their mothers used buffalo hides. While girls arranged their dolls and toy cradleboards, the boys played at 

going hunting or making war. Sometimes the children would divide into two enemy camps, and if the girls on 

one side thought the battle was going against them, they would hastily pull down the tipis, pack their 

possessions, and retreat. Children still ñplay campò today. As is true of many types of play, it is a valuable 

exercise in learning social roles and necessary skills, and is also a lot of fun - undoubtedly the reason for its 

continuing popularity. 




