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This is the first of several pages of development information.  Look for each one, printed on cardstock 
for durability, in our upcoming newsletters; we encourage you to collect each one for your files.   

No. 3 in a series 
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Manipulatives 
At first glance, activities such as stringing beads and putting together puzzles would seem to be about  
improving muscle control in the hands and developing eye-hand coordination.  Certainly these are important 
skills for preschool children.  Such skills form the foundation for later hand skills, such as writing, drawing,  
using a computer keyboard, and playing a musical instrument.    
 

But manipulative activities do much more.  Understanding the form and function of manipulatives can help 
care givers and teachers strengthen all areas of children’s development. 

Physical development 
• Strengthen fine-motor control 
• Enhance eye-hand coordination 
• Refine visual discrimination 
• Establish book handling and writing skills 
 
Cognitive development 
• Develop concepts of color, size, and shape 
• Classify and sequence objects in logical ways 
• Learn number concepts 
• Develop matching and pairing skills 

Manipulative Learning Goals  
• Enhance creativity 
 
Social and emotional development 
• Gain experience in working in small groups 
• Learn to work cooperatively with others 
• Develop self-discipline 
• Stick with a task to completion 
• Be willing to take risks 
• Develop self-esteem 
 
(Adapted from Room to Grow, 1995) 

Ages and Stages of Manipulative Play 
Child’s Age: Infants 
Typical materials: rattles, large plastic lids, squeeze toys, wooden spoons, butter tubs, nesting and stacking toys. 
Comments:  Wash and disinfect daily.  Vary textures for sensory stimulation.  Caution: No beads or small items that can 
cause choking. 
 

Child’s Age: 1-2 Years 
Typical materials: nesting and stacking toys, puzzles of 2 to 5 pieces with knobs,  
pegboards with few large pegs, lightweight blocks 2 to 4 inches on a side, plastic  
containers with screw-on lids, baskets and other containers with handles to carry around, 
little trucks and other small toys to fill and dump from containers, simple matching and 
sorting materials, play dough. 
Comments:  Wash and disinfect daily if toys are explored by mouth.  Provide  
manipulatives because children cannot share. Caution: No beads or small items that can 
cause choking. 
 

Child’s Age: 3 Years 
Typical materials: button and zipping frames, 1-inch beads to string, pick-up sticks,  
magnetic boards, Bristle BlocksTM , small wooden blocks, puzzles of 6 to 12 pieces,  
colored cubes, pegboards, counting bears, keys, large buttons, nuts and bolts, collections 
of natural materials such as shells and rocks, matching and lotto games.     
Comments:  Check materials regularly for signs of wear.  Limit number concepts to 1 
through 5.  Encourage children to match and sort items by color and shape. 
 

Child’s Age: Preschool 4 to 5 Years 
Typical materials: same as for 3-year-olds but also sewing and lacing cards, 1/2-inch beads to string, puzzles of 12 to 50 
pieces, number and letter puzzles, parquetry blocks, geometric shapes, dominoes, color and picture bingo, card games 
like ConcentrationTM , board games like checkers. 
Comments:  Expand number concepts up to 10.  Encourage children to sort items by size and order them in sequence.  
Offer card and board games based more on chance than strategy with few, simple rules.  Consider that children bring a 
wide range of abilities and interest because of differences in development and home environment. 


