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Toddlers and Twos

Hands on Dough
Mush & Mudpies
Stretchy Dough
Sculpture in a Bag

Art Experiences for

Discover the natural curiosity and
enthusiasm of toddlers and twos as
they explore creative art experiences
designed just for them.
In First Art, you’ll find 75 art
experiences, with over 100
variations that add to the fun, and
tips for making the activities run
smoothly. There’s even a chapter of
special adult-made props, such as
an Art Baggie Book to display a
child’s artwork, or a Tabletop Easel
made from a pizza box to catch all
of the drips. First Art starts
children on a journey full of
exploration and creativity!
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Introduction
Who Are Toddlers and Twos?
Toddlers and twos are unique. They are separating from mommy and
daddy and beginning to become independent people with their own
preferences. Their outright declarations of “By myself!” or “No, no, no!”
can be challenging. Because toddlers and twos are going through many
changes of independence and separation, they often are uncertain or
resistant during this time. Support and encouragement are key to making
this transition time a happy one. A toddler or two-year-old may resist an
activity one day, and then welcome the very same activity the next day.
Toddlers and twos offer adults a unique challenge to be flexible and
patient, along with the joy of helping them grow through exploration
and discovery.
Toddlers and Twos:
● seek new and interesting stimuli
● are often fearful of strangers, but are able to adjust
● are perfecting fine motor skills
● are usually somewhat anxious about separation from parents
● like predictable routines, but are able to adjust
● have a sense of “mine” and are learning “not mine”
● are willing to experiment with art materials

Every toddler and two-year-old has a unique personality, as well as a
unique level and pace of development. Like snowflakes, no child is alike,
and none achieves the same skill level at the same time or in the same
exact way. Temperament and development must be taken into account
when planning and preparing art experiences. Temperament varies widely:
Some toddlers and twos are sensitive, while others seem resistant to
distress. Some throw tantrums, while others are flexible. And of course,
most toddlers and twos are somewhere in between. Feisty, fearful,
adaptable, shy, docile, cautious, positive, negative, moody, intense,
distracted, and active are all traits that apply to one child or another—
sometimes to the same child all in the same day! Let your special child’s
temperament help you predict which art activities will work best on any
given day. If it doesn’t work today, try it tomorrow! The key to working
with toddlers and twos is to be flexible, supportive, and nurturing. So, take
a deep breath and jump in!
The following “Toddler’s Creed” appeared in the syndicated weekly
newspaper article “Families Today” by T. Berry Brazelton and is a
humorous reminder of normal behavior.
“Toddler’s Creed”
If I want it, it’s mine.
If I give it to you and change my mind later, it’s mine.
If I can take it away from you, it’s mine.
If I had it a little while ago, it’s mine.
If it’s mine, it will never belong to anybody else, no matter what.
If we are building something together, all the pieces are mine.
If it looks just like mine, it is mine.
—Reprinted with permission from T. Berry Brazelton
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“It’s the Process,
Not the Product”
Toddlers and twos explore art as a learning experience or an experiment,
discovering what is stimulating and interesting. They are more interested in
doing art rather than making a finished product. During the process,
toddlers and twos discover their own independence, as well as the
mystery of combinations, the joy of exploration, the delight of creating,
and the frustration of challenges—all important pieces in the puzzle of
learning. Whatever the resulting artwork—whether it is a bright, sticky
glob or a gallery-worthy masterpiece—to a toddler or two-year-old, it is
only the result of “doing art,” not the reason for doing art.
To communicate to toddlers and twos that the process is indeed as
important as they believe, use insightful, open-ended comments that will
encourage each child to feel free to explore. Some examples are:
● Tell me about your artwork (painting, drawing, playdough, and so on).
● Did you like doing this? Making this?
● Show me the fluffy part.
● I see you’ve used many colors!
● How does the paint feel?
● Look at the bright yellow!
● What a big design!
● I see you’ve made your own shade of brown.
The art process allows toddlers and twos to explore, discover, and
manipulate their worlds. Sometimes the process can be sensory, such as
feeling slippery cool paint on bare fingers. Other times it is a mysterious
surprise as colors blend unexpectedly, or a blob of playdough takes form.
Art process can be a way to “get the wiggles out” or to smash a ball of clay
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instead of another child. The adult’s job is simply to allow this process to
happen! Provide interesting materials, and then sit back and watch closely
(but unobtrusively). Offer help with unruly materials and cleanup, but don’t
make art samples to copy, as this will limit the possibilities of process and
hinder the wonder of discovery.

Cynthia Willmarth comments about the art explored in her childcare
center. She says, “Two-year-olds do only open-ended process art in
my class, as do the three-, four-, and five-year-olds. A few years ago,
all the children, no matter what their age, did art “projects” or crafts.
But after thinking this over and reading up on child development, I
decided to toss out all of the craftsy projects, and fill our art centers
with process art. We stock the art corner with all kinds of writing
instruments—varieties of papers, glue, paste, tapes, paints, chalk,
fabric, yarn, scissors, and natural materials (coconut fiber, coconuts,
leaves, dried flowers), bins of collected collage materials, and recycled
materials like cardboard tubes, plastic milk jugs, old envelopes and
junk mail, and on and on. You should see all the creativity that comes
from doing art this way! Art is so much more exciting than it used to
be! Once in awhile we will have the children “make something” for
Mother’s Day or Father’s Day, but still, they make it as they choose, in
their own unique way. The process really is more important than the
product when working with young children, and it’s great being a
teacher doing art this way.”

How to Use This Book
First Art: Art Experiences for Toddlers and Twos is organized into six chapters
covering a variety of art explorations for children ages one through three,
including:
● paint activities
● dough and clay activities
● making marks in various ways
● sticking on and gluing things
● making prints
● activities for adults to make wondrous art props for toddlers and twos to
enhance their art explorations
Within each chapter, the activities are presented progressively, starting with
the easiest and most basic to those that build on basic skills. Each activity
has a list of materials, adult preparation suggestions, and the art activity
steps for toddlers and twos. Many activities include tips to “smooth out the
bumps” and promote successful art experiences, and variations are
included to enhance and expand each activity. (The activities often contain
surprising adaptations!) In addition, you will find actual stories throughout
the chapters of real children doing real art. Each activity has icons to assist
you in choosing activities based on how much adult time is needed for
preparation, as well as numerous other attributes (see page 12 for icon
descriptions). Most important, this book is meant to be used and enjoyed
every day, rain or shine, with young children (and anyone else who wants
to join in the fun!). Activities can be repeated over and over, materials may
be substituted, and the artwork can be saved or not.

INTRODUCTION
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Using the Icons
Each art activity has a list of icons that will help you select activities as well
as make the activities more accessible and useable. Keep in mind that the
icons are suggestions only, because no two children are ever alike. Use
these icons as guides for selecting art activities, not as rules.

Adult Preparation/Planning

1 23
easy

slightly
involved

most
involved

First Art Cleanup
Toddlers and twos like to clean up often during art activities
when their hands become covered in paint or get sticky. The
Soapy Sponge icon indicates that you should provide either a
bucket of soapy water with an old towel for independent hand
washing or a fat, wet sponge for easy finger wiping.

G

Art Clothes
When toddlers and twos need to wear art clothes for messy
projects, the Art Clothes icon appears. Children can wear a
simple apron or smock, or an old T-shirt over their clothes. Or,
they can have an entire set of old play clothes to wear solely
for art activities. Art clothes do not need to be washed very often, if at all.
Simply let them dry and watch them grow in their unique appearance!

8

The Adult Prep/Plan icon indicates the degree of planning or preparation
time you will need to collect materials, set up the art activity, and supervise
it. Icons shown indicate planning that is easy, slightly involved, or most
involved. Note that the Prepare section of each art activity is for adults to
do, and the Process section is for the child to do.

I

Activity Level: Quiet or Active

Outdoors

Group

56

L

Some art activities (and some toddlers and twos!) are naturally calm and
quiet, while others are more active and noisy. The Activity Level icon alerts
you to art experiences that are one or the other, although of course,
individual children can change even a quiet activity to a noisy one in a
matter of seconds!

Caution
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The Group icon appears when the activity works best with a
group. Most activities lend themselves to both groups and
individuals, so the icon appears only when a group is specifically
recommended.

If an activity must be done outdoors, an Outdoors icon
appears. Most activities can be enjoyed equally either indoors
or out, so the icon is listed only when the activity must be
done outdoors.

The Caution icon appears for activities using materials that
may be sharp, hot, electrical, or include small objects. These
activities require extra supervision and care. Safety should be
a prime concern with children at all times. Never leave a
toddler or two-year-old unattended. All activities require
supervision of objects that children may put into their mouths, eyes, or
ears. See page 14 for further discussion about safety.
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Getting Ready!
Being prepared makes art more enjoyable for everyone involved. Here are
some tips for working with toddlers and twos, and for their general well
being and comfort.
Covered Workspace
Cover the workspace with newspaper, whether it is a table, floor, chair, wall,
or countertop. Tape it down to prevent wiggles and spills. It’s much easier to
bunch up sheets of paint-covered, sticky newspaper and find a clean space
underneath than to clean up uncovered workspaces. Other recommended
alternative workspace coverings are flat sheets of cardboard, old shower
curtains, plastic or vinyl tablecloths, wide butcher paper, or roll ends of
newsprint from a local newspaper print shop.
Handy Cleanup
Make cleanup with toddlers and twos easy and independent. Place a wet
sponge; a wet, folded, old towel; or pads of damp paper towels next to the
art project for toddlers and twos to wipe their fingers as needed. Rather
than having children run to the sink, fill a bucket with warm soapy water and
place it near the workspace. Then add a few old towels for drying hands. A
few damp rags and sponges are handy for wiping spills, tidying up, and
cleaning splatters as necessary.
The Cover-Up
The most successful cover-ups for toddlers and twos are art clothes that are
worn for art only. Toddlers and twos (and adults) can then enjoy art activities
free of worries about clothing stains and spills. Art clothes might consist of a
slip-on T-shirt, easy pull-on pants, and old Velcro-style sneakers, all of which
are easy and quick to put on and take off. Art clothes become more unique

with time and are often a source of pride! An old apron, Dad’s old shirt with
the sleeves cut off, a smock, or a paint shirt are all helpful cover-ups, too.
Another easy idea is to cut an old vinyl tablecloth into a smock shape that fits
over a child’s head and ties behind with strips of elastic sewn on the sides.

Tips
Toddlers and twos usually work most comfortably either standing or
kneeling. If they are sitting, their feet should touch the floor.
● Create a separate drying area covered with newspapers for wet projects
to dry undisturbed. Carry drippy artwork flat on a sheet of newspaper to
the drying area. Watch out for wind currents that may lift wet projects into
the air!
● Consider protecting a larger circle of space (floors, walls, and carpets, and
maybe even ceilings!) around the workspace from stray splatters.
● Most paints and dyes will stain skin, but after several baths or showers, the
color will fade and eventually disappear.
● Shallow containers are often recommended for art materials. These
include cookie sheets, flat baking pans, plastic trays, flat dishes, plates, and
tofu containers.
● It’s never too late to start collecting recyclables for art. Save collage
materials, fabric, and paper scraps, Styrofoam grocery trays, yarn, sewing
trims, junk mail, sticks, and pebbles. See the collage list on pages 80-81
for more suggestions. Use heavy plastic storage bags, shoeboxes, or any
other containers on hand for storage.
● Activities for toddlers and twos are generally indoor activities unless
specifically noted as an outdoor activity.
● Once is never enough for most toddlers and twos! Repeat activities over
and over, and allow children to make one or many art projects. Have
plenty of paper and supplies on hand for multiple art experiences. The
more they explore and create, the more they learn.
●

INTRODUCTION
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All Important: Safety
● Safety with toddlers and twos should be of prime concern at all times.
● Never leave a toddler or two-year-old unattended.
● All art activities require attentive supervision and care.
● If working with smaller objects for collage or sorting, always sit one-onone with the child to supervise closely.
● Be especially aware of objects that are small enough to be swallowed
and pointed objects that may poke. Also remember when using
commercial art supplies to use only those that are labeled “nontoxic.”
● Because toddlers and twos like to test objects with their lips and tongues,
use a choke tube to assess which items are small enough to be a choking
hazard. Small parts “testers” or choke tubes are available at hardware
stores and better toy stores. To test if a toy or other object is potentially
dangerous because of its size, place it—without compressing it—into the
tube. If it fits entirely within the tube in any way, it should not be used by
children under the age of three or any others who still put things into
their mouths. Remember that children have choked on toys that pass
the choke tube cylinder test. If a toddler or two-year-old tends to put
things into her mouth, avoid objects that are smaller than her fist or that
fit through a cardboard toilet paper roll. Small items that are particularly
attractive to toddlers and twos (but are extremely risky) include balloons,
pennies, marbles, staples, tacks, and paperclips. Watch for and heed the
following warning on some toys and products: “Warning: CHOKING
HAZARD: Small Parts. Not For Children Under 3.”
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Early
Experiences
with Process
Art—The
Place to
Begin with
Toddlers and
Twos
Gather a large and wonderful variety of safe,
dispensable materials a toddler or two-year-old can
use independently (but supervised, of course). Place
these within the children’s easy reach and watch
their creativity! The adult’s delightfully easy job is to
sit back and observe without giving directions,
assistance, or “expert” opinion!

Materials
● newspaper
● containers
A few art materials such as:
● chalk
● clear tape (weighted tape dispenser)
● collage materials on hand (see page 80-81)
● cotton balls
● crayons
● envelopes
● fabric scraps
● feathers
● felt
● glue in a squeeze bottle
● hole punches in a cup
● junk mail
● mailing labels
● markers
● paper plates
● paper scraps in a shoebox
● paste, in a jar lid
● pompoms
● quality plastic scissors
● ribbon
● sticky dot stickers
● white and construction paper
● yarn pieces
INTRODUCTION
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Prepare (Adult)
Cover a low table with newspaper.
● Place a few of the materials in suitable containers on the table within
easy reach of the children. Good containers vary according to what they
hold, but some good ideas are shoeboxes, shoebox lids, margarine
cups, coffee cans, plastic or wicker baskets, cardboard boxes, plastic
bowls, or plastic storage containers.
● Sit back, observe, and enjoy the children’s explorations!
●

Process (Child)
●

The toddlers and twos–
Play freely and manipulate the art materials
Explore how art materials react
Discover how to control art materials
Enjoy their artistic efforts

Tips
Begin with only one or two collage items, such as a container of cotton
balls or sponge scraps. Add more choices as children become
experienced.
● Toddlers and twos love to do art “by myself!” with complete freedom
and without constraints.
● Don’t be surprised if toddlers and twos:
º dip a marker into glue and try to draw with it
º shake all the glitter into the bowl of paint
º put stickers on their arms
º feel, smell, see, hear, and sometimes taste materials
● What an opportunity for toddlers and twos to find out what happens
when they experiment and explore in ways that are new to them!
● Invite toddlers and twos to use materials by arranging them in a clean
and inviting way. Keep the area tidy, neat, and attractive. Toddlers and
twos like to make a big mess, but they don’t like to sit down in front
of one!
●

Variations
For a messier version of experimenting with process, add these supplies
and materials:
º a puddle of paint in a pie tin
º paintbrushes
º water in a shallow dish
º eyedroppers
º a ball of playclay or playdough
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Primarily
Paint
Toddlers and twos are becoming independent thinkers who like to discover and explore on their
own. “By myself” and “Me do it!” are common mantras of the toddler or two-year-old in action.
They may be beginners, but they are ready to jump in all the way. Young children are explorers
on an adventure in the new, exciting land of experiences, discovering paint and its possibilities and
outcomes. One of the best aspects of paint is that it takes little effort to cover a large area
(children like “big”). Also, children can easily make bright marks without using heavy pressure or
needing great strength.
Toddlers and twos enjoy using paint more than creating a finished painting. Never before has the
statement, “It’s the process, not the product” been more true or more obvious than when
toddlers and twos use paint. They like to layer paint, mix colors until no recognizable color is left,
discover how a brush works, and explore the mysteries of what paint can and can’t do. The
adult’s job is to just “let it happen” by providing a wide and varied range of supplies for the child
and simply enjoying the child’s leap into the process of art exploration. Be prepared to assist with
carrying wet paintings to a drying area, keeping sponges and buckets of soapy water handy, and
keeping a stack of paper ready and waiting. There is no right or wrong way to paint—only the
child’s way!

First
Fingerpainting

1G 8
Fingerpainting is “the” classic painting experience for
children. Slick, cool, and gooey, fingerpaint is a fun
(and important) sensory activity for children to
explore with their bare hands, spreading and smearing
it on paper, discovering designs created by fingernails,
fingertips, and palms.

Fingerpaint Recipes
Pre-Mixed Liquid Starch Fingerpaint
Premix 1⁄2 cup (120 ml) liquid starch and 1⁄2
cup (120 ml) liquid tempera paint in a cup.
Spoon the mixture onto paper for
fingerpainting.
Easiest Fingerpaint (child-made)
Pour a puddle of liquid starch on a piece of
paper, and then squirt one or two
tablespoons (15–30 ml) of liquid tempera
paint onto the puddle. Encourage the child
to mix the paint with his hands by spreading
it around and fingerpainting with it.
Warm Cornstarch Fingerpaint
Dissolve 1 cup (240 ml) cornstarch into 1⁄2
cup (120 ml) cold water and set it aside. Boil
3 cups (720 ml) water in a saucepan on a
stove or hot plate (adult only). Remove the
pan from the heat and add the cornstarch
mixture to the hot water, stirring constantly.
Place the pan back on the stove and boil the
mixture for about one minute, until clear
and thick. Add 1⁄2 teaspoon (2 ml) food
coloring. (Make sure the cornstarch is
dissolved before adding this or it will be
lumpy.) Allow the paint to cool down;
encourage the children to paint with the
warm (not hot) paint.
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Creamy Soap Flake Fingerpaint
Pour 2 cups (480 ml) warm water in a bowl.
Add 1 cup (240 ml) soap flakes and beat
with an electric mixer until stiff. Mix in 1⁄2
teaspoon (2 ml) food coloring. Spoon the
paint onto paper for fingerpainting. (Make
sure you use safe soap flakes such as Dreft
or Ivory Snow and not regular laundry
detergent. You can also grate a bar of Ivory
Soap to make your own flakes.) Do not
dump unused paint in the sink because it can
clog the drain.

Easy Clean-up Tempera Fingerpaint
Mix 1⁄4 cup (60 ml) tempera paint with 1⁄8 cup
(30 ml) liquid soap. Spoon the mixture onto
a piece of paper for fingerpainting.

Materials
old plastic tablecloth, shower curtain, or
newspaper
white paper (glossy or shiny is best)
masking tape
measuring cups and spoons
mixing spoons
fingerpaint (see the five recipes below)

Prepare (Adult)
Cover a low table with newspaper, a plastic
tablecloth, or an old shower curtain.
● Tape a piece of white paper to the covered
work surface.
● The best part: choose and prepare a fingerpaint
recipe with the child’s help.
● Bring the fingerpainting to a drying area and
allow it to dry completely.
●

Fingerpaint Tools
chopsticks
comb
cookie cutters (for stamping)
feather
fork
hair curler
pie crust roller
plastic margarine lid cut in half
small rolling pin
spatula
straws
toy parts
wooden salad fork

Tips
Some children may hesitate about covering
their hands with paint. If so, encourage them to
explore the paint with their fingertips first.
Other children, however, love to cover their
hands with paint and wash them repeatedly.
● It’s easier to carry the painting to a drying area
if you place the fingerpainting paper on an
open sheet of newspaper.
● If the fingerpainting curls when dry, iron it with
an old iron set on warm. Cover the
fingerpainting with a plain sheet of newsprint or
an old towel to protect the iron.
●

Process (Child)
Drop a puddle of paint in the middle of a piece
of paper.
● Spread the paint around with hands, elbows,
and fingers.
● Wash and dry hands anytime. (Children may
want to do this frequently. Some prefer a damp
towel or sponge to wipe paint off their hands.)
●

Story
Cheri looks at the puddle of cool blue starch and powdered yellow paint on her paper. She
reaches out and stirs the powder into the starch with one finger. It’s so soft and cool! After mixing
the starch and powdered paint, she uses two hands to smear the paint in opposite, swirling
symmetrical designs. From one finger in the paint to two yellow hands, Cheri is the perfect
example of a child “testing the waters before jumping in.”

C H A P T E R 1 P R I M A R I LY PA I N T
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