


The prevailing belief is that competition is good for everyone – that being competitive 

is human nature. But is it human nature, or is it learned behavior?

Alfie Kohn, in No Contest: The Case Against Competition, cites studies showing that, 

given a choice, most preschoolers prefer cooperative activities to competitive ones. 

And in a New York Times essay, Nicholas Kristof told a funny story about trying to 

teach the traditional game of Musical Chairs to a group of five-year-old Japanese 

children, who kept politely stepping out of the way so their peers could sit in their 

chairs! Surely that makes a strong case for the argument that competition is learned 

behavior!



Kohn tells us that competition leads to antisocial behavior. Cooperation, on the other 

hand, fosters prosocial behaviors and leads to the above results.

It all sounds good to me! So, in this video, I’m going to share cooperative games that 

help show children how good it feels to work and be together.



A simple introductory cooperative activity is Monkey See, Monkey Do – sometimes 

known as The Mirror Game. Once the children have paired up, you can present the 

above challenges.



Above are the rules for playing Bicycle Built for Two.

A much more challenging activity that involves pairs of children with the soles of their 

feet together is Footsie Rolls. For this one, partners lie flat on their backs and then 

see how far they can roll without their feet breaking contact. It’s hilarious, but difficult; 

so you may want to wait until the children have ample experience with cooperation 

before trying this one.



One of my favorite cooperative games – and one I often play in my trainings – is 

Switcheroo.

Designate an area of the room (preferably in the middle) to be the “Lost and Found,” 

and explain to children that if they can’t find a partner quickly enough, they should go 

to Lost and Found. There, other children who haven’t yet found partners will be 

waiting to join up with them!

Then play the game as outlined above.

Possible “connections” for Switcheroo are listed on the following slide.





There are also lots of possible group activities that help the children learn to work 

together and enjoy one another! A simple one is Pass It On, which requires a 

beanbag.

The object of the game is for the children to pass the beanbag from person to person 

without letting it drop.



Here are some suggestions for making Pass It On more challenging.

To my way of thinking, there are many more opportunities in life to cooperate and 

collaborate than there are to compete. But where do children learn 

cooperation…especially when our society is so focused on pitting them against one 

another? Cooperation is a skill…and just like any other, it must be taught in early 

childhood!



Bonus Activity!:

Sticky Popcorn

● Talk to the children about the process of cooking popcorn – from kernels in the oil, 

through heating up, to becoming full-fledged pieces of popcorn. What would 

happen if something sticky, like butter or caramel, was poured all over the 

popcorn?

● Invite the children to get on the floor, in the smallest shapes, possible, imagining 

they’re tiny uncooked kernels of popcorn.

● Next they imagine that the “oil” they’re soaking in starts to heat up, and

● they start popping. They keep popping all over the room!

● “Pour” butter or caramel all over them, making them very sticky.

● When that happens, every time they come near another kernel, they stick to it until

there’s just one big, stuck bunch of popcorn!
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