Learning and fun during the summer for children and parents
Source: Carole Gnatuk, child development specialist
Even though school is out for most of Kentucky’s young people, learning thrives through play during the summer. You can do many educational and fun activities with your children to keep their minds working and imaginations flowing during the summer.
An easy way to keep your child’s mind sharp is to encourage play. Studies show playtime has an important role in child development. Independent play can help children learn critical thinking and life skills as well as develop creativity. 
Play is not only for your children.  Studies show that parents who participate in unscheduled playtime with their children are seen as more supportive, nurturing and productive. 
Play includes many different facets, and not every one will fit all children. Children of various ages and genders enjoy different things. Older children may enjoy playing board games or cards. Younger children may like playing with dolls or cars and trucks.  Some children may want to participate in organized activities like camps or sports teams while others are more interested in free play activities, such as hopscotch, running through a sprinkler or creating sidewalk art. Many children enjoy quiet activities like writing, reading, drawing and construction toys, and yet others like more physical activities like tag and hide-and-go seek.
Embark on family projects together. The projects not only are educational for your child, but you may learn something new in the process. Some examples of projects include growing a garden, reading a book, teaching outdoor skills or preparing a meal.  Children can learn responsibility, time management, mathematics, science and improve reading skills through these projects.
Get outside of the house and enjoy the environment around you.  Take your child on a nature walk and identify the insects, trees and plants you see. Talk about the role of each in the ecosystem.  In addition to being educational, this type of activity will help your child develop an appreciation for the natural environment. Also, it’s a great chance for physical activity. Teenagers may be interested in exploring various volunteer opportunities in your community. They can develop responsibility and leadership skills while bettering their community.

Children also need social interaction with their peers. In fact, a great deal of learning occurs when children play together.  You can provide your child with an opportunity for social interaction by letting them attend camps that may explore some of their interests or hobbies.     4-H offers some great summer camps for young people who are interested in learning about nature, science, technology and life skills. In addition to camps, 4-H offers several projects and clubs throughout the year that young people can participate in at the county and state levels.
While it’s good to involve your child in activities, you should understand that too many events can overwhelm some children. Every child is different. Some may thrive with hectic schedules, but many become anxious or stressed out and prefer quiet, less-structured activities.  It’s important to find the balance in scheduling activities for your child. Children learn best when they are allowed to freely choose play activities that engage their imaginations. 

Give your children the gifts of free play time and your attention to their interests. By doing so, you are nurturing your relationship with them and their summer learning at the same time. For more information on ways to make summertime learning enjoyable for your child, contact the (COUNTY NAME) Cooperative Extension Service. 
Educational programs of the Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, sex, religion, disability or national origin. 
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