


I’m a firm believer that the most important – and only absolutely necessary – prop in 

movement experiences is the human body. Some, myself included, consider music to 

be the second most important. But that’s not to say that using additional props and 

equipment can’t enhance the movement activities.



Manipulating objects provides opportunities for children to move in new ways that 

require different levels of coordination. It also lets them become comfortable with 

grasping and working with objects – something that’s especially important in this age 

of poor fine motor skills! And there’s a third advantage to using props and equipment: 

focusing on the object can help alleviate self-consciousness and encourage children 

who might not otherwise want to participate!



Of course, the decision to include props and/or equipment is often a practical one. Are 

the materials available? If not, is there funding to purchase some or all of what’s 

desired? Are parents willing to donate their time and expertise to help make some 

equipment? Is there space for storing equipment?

Here we’re going to look at two of the relatively small, inexpensive props commonly 

found in early childhood settings: balls and beanbags. And I’ll offer activity 

recommendations for both!

Ball-handling skills comprise the majority of manipulative skills in which children will 

often engage, so if possible you want to have a wide variety of them available to the 

children. Beach balls and balls made of foam or yarn are easier for young children to 

catch, thus eliminating the fear of being hit that often occurs with harder balls.

Because small balls are easier to throw and large ones easier to catch and bounce, 

you’ll want to provide different sizes. Children will usually select the equipment with 

which they can have the greatest success and will vary their choices according to 

need and developmental progression.



Here are a few activities that vary from the norm when we think of ball-handling skills. 

These will help children get familiar and comfortable with managing them.

This introductory-level activity requires one ball per child.



For Over & Under, the children stand in a single-file line. 

Ball rolling, like throwing, involves moving a ball away from the body with the hands, 

but rather than through the air, the ball travels along the ground. As with throwing, 

accuracy isn’t the initial objective when children are learning to roll a ball. You can 

start simply by asking them to roll balls of various sizes toward the wall!

When they feel comfortable with ball rolling, substitute smaller targets such as plastic 

bowling pins or empty soda bottles. Begin with large balls and gradually decrease 

their size!

For a fun and challenging partner activity, invite pairs of children to attempt to move 

while holding a ball between them without using their hands! The ball can be 

balanced between the children’s backs, tummies, hips, foreheads, or shoulders. Can 

they sit down and stand up without losing the ball?

Mary Sullivan has written and illustrated a book called Ball, about a dog and his ball. 

Dr. John Hutton is the author of a book with the same name but a different approach, 

exploring baseballs to beach balls and every kind in between!



Beanbags are more fun today than ever before and offer a great variety of learning 

experiences. They come in different geometric shapes, in numerous colors (with the 

name of the color sometimes printed on the bag), and with letters (upper- and 

lowercase) and numbers (numeral and written word) printed on them – in English, 

Spanish, and French! There are even beanbags with sign language on them.

Children really enjoy (and have a lot of success with) throwing and catching 

beanbags, which are lightweight, flexible, and colorful. When used with target boards, 

boxes, hoops, or tires, beanbags provide an introduction to and practice with throwing 

for accuracy. These kinds of activities are also great for strengthening hand-eye 

coordination.

Perhaps the most popular beanbag activity is balancing one on various body parts. 

From the simplest challenge of balancing the bag on the palm of the hand to the more 

difficult act of balancing it on an elbow, a knee, or the top of the head, children love to 

test their skills this way.



Beanbags can also be used to explore positional concepts, making it a math activity!

Beanbags are also perfect for introducing dribbling with the feet. Because they’re less 

dynamic than a ball, the children will get far more dribbling practice if they’re moving a 

beanbag along the floor! And this activity is great for foot-eye coordination.

Bean Bag Boogie, from The Learning Station, is an entire CD of beanbag activities. 

There’s also Beanbag Activities and Coordination Skills, from Georgiana Stewart, and 

Bean Bag Rock and Roll from Kimbo Educational. And Michael Plunkett offers a CD 

called Bean Bag and Ball Play.



Bonus Activity:

Name Ball

For this game you’ll need a playground ball or small beach ball.

●The children stand in a large circle. One child starts by saying her name and then 

gently passes the ball to the child to either her right or left, who must then say his 

name as he catches the ball. The process continues around the circle until all of the 

children have said their names.

●Once the children know one another’s names, you can have them call out the name 

of the child to whom they’re passing the ball.

●Because the ball moves sequentially around a circle, this activity is linked to math. 

Speaking is one of the four components of emergent literacy, and the cooperation 

involved brings in social studies.
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