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Play & Creativity / Creative Expression

The Importance of Art

Dear Debi,
My 4 and 6-year-old grandchildren enjoy using play dough. They like to mix colors and create different shapes. I
find that they continuously use the play dough when it comes to art, but are they really learning something from
this?
– Sarah , Burbank, CA

Debi's Tips

Art encourages kids to express themselves
Kids develop many academic skills
Make art activities a part of every day
Debi Gutierrez
Host

Expert Advice

Art is important because it encompasses all the developmental domains in child
development. Art lends itself to physical development and the enhancement of fine and
gross motor skills. For instance, when kids work with play dough, they fine-tune their
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muscle control in their fingers. All manipulative movements involved in art help develop
hand and finger muscles that are needed to properly hold and use a pencil.
Art activities also help children’s social and emotional development. Children learn about
themselves and others through art activities. It really helps them build self-esteem. It’s
an opportunity for children to make a personal statement about their uniqueness through
art while allowing them to express happiness, joy, and pride.
Art also enhances children’s cognitive development which can help kids with their early
math skills. Children who have experienced a wide range of people and places will have
an array of ideas to choose from when doing art. Art reflects what a child knows about
the world and enables the child to choose how to translate those ideas and experiences.
Finally, art is important because it allows children to be creative. Each piece of clay
manipulated or each easel painting is individual and original to each child in your
program. Art is open-ended and all work can be honored.
Art should be an everyday activity. Even if you don't have a lot of tools at your disposal,

it’s really easy to set up a low-cost easel in your home. For toddlers, you would want to
include very basic items that focus on the sensory aspects of art, such as finger paint,
play dough and fat crayons.
For preschoolers you’ll want to add things like paint brushes, an easel, glue, tape and
scissors. As your kids get older and start exploring their creativity, you’ll start adding
more items to your art supplies, like pie tins, old socks and scraps of fabric.
It’s extremely important to make your art activities open-ended because we don't want to
stifle children's individual creativity. Children have their own thoughts and ideas of how
things should look and they come to art with their own unique experiences. Open-ended
experiences are success-oriented because there’s no one right way to do something.
Open-ended art activities are motivating for children of all developmental abilities. They
build feelings of independence, confidence and an eagerness to learn.
All children really need to draw is a blank piece of paper and a writing instrument. Child
Care providers should never use coloring books or dittos in their programs. They are
creativity stiflers. Drawings in those books are some other artist’s rendering of what
objects should look like. Children have their own ideas about how things should look.
Never pre-cut or draw things for children. If you pre-cut a bunny rabbit and ask kids to
paint or color it, it is not their bunny. It is your idea of what a bunny looks like. The
bunny may have no meaning to a child if the child has no prior experience with bunnies.
If you draw for a child, the child internalizes that they are incapable of drawing in their
own right and may begin to doubt their own abilities.
Child Care provider Comments

I used to keep my art materials away until it was time to do art. But now I keep all the
supplies where they are accessible to kids at all times. I have found that they are much
more interested in art as a whole because they now have the freedom to walk over to the
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cabinet and create something whenever the mood strikes them, instead of only when I
tell them.

It’s important expose kids to different methods of doing art. After they’ve experimented
with different techniques, they will eventually ask for the ones they like the most. For
example, I like to put kids into different positions while they do art to give them a
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different perspective on art. I’ve placed paper on the underside of a small table and
provided art materials so that they can create art while laying on their backs.

I use art as an opportunity to understand what a child is feeling. Many times you can tell
what’s going on in a child’s life just by the colors they use or by the things they draw. It’s
a great way to spark conversations. I find that kids will open up when it comes to art and
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that can lead to discussions about other things.
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