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What is gameschooling? 
 
Gameschooling is a term whose origin cannot be traced, but it has been around for a while. It 
has been more recently popularised into homeschool culture by absolute legend and lovely 
lady, Caitlin Fitzpatrick Curley, educational psychologist and homeschooling mama of gifted 
kiddos, of My Little Poppies fame, who also created the international group Gameschool 
Community. Her blog is a literal treasure trove and is referred to several times.  
 
 

In the homeschool community, gameschooling means to use 
tabletop gaming (board games and card games) in an 
intentional way, as part of your personal homeschool culture 
and educational philosophy. Rather than playing games occasionally just for 
fun, gameschooling families see them as essential to their homeschool daily or weekly for a 
variety of reasons (including fun!). Let’s talk about the why, how, what and troubleshoot some 
issues. 
 
 
 

 

file:///F:/Win10USERS/Cat/Documents/JJ%20Schooling/my-little-poppies.com
https://www.facebook.com/groups/GameschoolMyLittlePoppies/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/GameschoolMyLittlePoppies/
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Why gameschool? 
 

• Games are fun. I have a few overarching personal philosophies for my life, and one of 
them is “If it’s not fun, why bother?”. I can see the strict homeschool mamas rolling their 
eyes, “But life isn’t all fun!”. No, it isn’t. But we’re adults now; we can let them be little. 
We can make almost anything fun, or at least add an element of fun. We make chores 
into games; a spoonful of sugar makes the medicine go down, as it were. Your kid 
doesn’t find games fun? Read on, I have a section for you coming up. 

• Games create positive family culture. One of my main motivations for game playing 
now is to create a thing we all do together, that will carry through the teen years 
(which my husband and I both had terrible times with our parents and it scares us, lol) 
and into adulthood. I like to imagine 20-somethings coming home for dinner with a 
partner and sticking around for a game afterwards. I’ll let you know in 20 years how it 
worked out 😉 Read this by One Board Family too. 

• Good games exercise your brain. Puzzling over strategies, watching your opponents 
or team members to figure out what to do next to get to a desired goal, problem 
solving, logical thought processes and more. 

• Games build interpersonal skills. Graciously winning and losing, discussing ideas, 
contributing as or to a group, taking turns, waiting etc. are all parts of playing 
tabletop games which are valuable lifeskills. 

• Games will teach actual things if you so desire. I’m not that into games always being 
super educational, though we certainly have our fair share. There are lots of well-
designed tabletop games, also called hobby games, that happen to be educational as 
an excellent game (and I will discuss those later) and games you can get that are 
designed to be educational. So, if formal learning is your thing, games have you 
covered. 

• Things learnt joyfully are best remembered. Not much explanation required here. It 
just is. 

 
Further reading on the why: 

• The benefits of board games by Scholastic.com 

• How family game night turns kids into better students by The Atlantic 

• Five reasons to play games in the classroom by Education World 

• 5 ways board games turn kids into geniuses by Peace, Love, Games 

• The importance of logic and critical thinking by Wired 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://oneboardfamily.com/5-reasons-your-family-should-play-games-together/
http://www.scholastic.com/parents/resources/article/creativity-play/benefits-board-games
https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2014/07/how-family-game-night-makes-kids-into-better-students/374525/
http://www.educationworld.com/a_curr/reasons-to-play-games-in-the-classroom.shtml
http://www.peaceloveandgames.com/5-ways-board-games-benefit-kids/
https://www.wired.com/2011/03/the-importance-of-logic-critical-thinking/
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How do you 
gameschool?  
What does that actually look like? 
 
This is asked ALL THE TIME in the gameschool groups and there isn’t a simple answer to that 
question, because everyone homeschools differently. If you believe in teaching and 
curriculums, then games will supplement that and add some fun. If you unschool, then you 
might research games you think your kids might like, then show them the ones that fit your 
budget etc and see if they’re interested, and games would be the most formal thing you do, 
probably.  
 
We personally are secular and eclectic here. We do very little formal work, only in English 
and Maths, and we do a lot of excursions (field trips), workshops, classes and play dates. I 
encourage my kids to be open and interested in everything. We try a lot, and what doesn’t 
work for us we leave but we try not to say no to things for no reason, particularly if they’re 
new. This adventurous spirit carries into gaming. We’ll try any game! We play 2-4 games a 
day. I usually choose one for an educational purpose and the rest are child-led. They often 
suggest we play a game, then choose one themselves. They’re at very different gaming levels 
currently which is challenging, and I have a whole section for you toddler mamas coming up, 
don’t worry!  
 
Choose the time you play games carefully, particularly when learning new games. While 
“Family Game Night” is great in theory, maybe it needs to be at breakfast because tired 
children do not the best gamers make. We do play games after dinner, but only ones the kids 
know really well, plus they’re experienced gamers now. We often play games around 
mealtimes.  
 
Because we don’t have a schedule, I’m not super helpful here. I know that homeschool mamas 
who do have a school schedule do things like: 

• Have one game be a focus for the week and play it each day 

• Use a game to start or conclude a lesson, to introduce or reinforce an idea or concept 

• Use games as quizzes 

• Use games as part of a unit study 

• Use games to teach one subject (maths is exceptionally popular) 

• Play games at the start or end of their school day 

• Ask teens to teach/play kindergartners games while they work with their in-between-
age kids 

• Do game afternoons particularly with other homeschool friends 
 
In essence, do what works for you and your family situation. There’s no right or wrong way.  
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What actual games do 
you play? 
 
Oh, brother. The dreaded question. This gets posted multiple times a day in the gameschool 
group. The answer is “infinity times infinity, pass the coffee/wine/chocolate.” Seriously. It’s not 
a bad question; it’s a great question! It’s just that there are a million answers. We could be 
here all day. Let’s start the beginning: 

1. How old are your kids and what stages are they at? Games can be great for various 
types of neurodivergent kids to learn or practice things, particularly for gifted kids to 
flex their muscles. There is a game for EVERYTHING. Also important is their reading 
level as some games require independent reading. 

2. What are their interests? I would always start with games you are confident your kids 
will be interested in, before introducing games you want them to play. 

3. How much time, energy and money will you spend on gaming? Obviously, you may 
not know this until you start, so I’d start slow with some simple, basic games to see how 
it goes, before investing. The other side to that argument is that there are some really 
great games out there that the whole family will love, and if you don’t try them you 
may be missing out thinking you don’t like games. Ideally, you’d borrow before some 
you buy as these bigger games can be very expensive. I’ve set up a group for 
Australian homeschoolers to discuss, borrow, buy, and sell games called Gameschooling 
Australia.  

4. Will you and your partner/friends play? There is a high replayability on those bigger 
well-designed tabletop/hobby games (that are usually not overtly educational) and 
they’re generally more fun for the adults. You can justify buying these for more than 
just homeschool purposes if that is the case. We have a lot of these and the adults 
around here play. 

5. Are there groups for selling locally? I’m always more willing to fork out some dollars 
if I know I can get some back if the game really isn’t for us. I have successfully sold all 
the games I’ve wanted to sell so far for 25-90% of what I paid in Facebook groups.  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/gameschoolingoz/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/gameschoolingoz/
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Ok, I’ve thought about 
all that, now what? 
 
I suggest joining the groups and following pages on Facebook to learn and get ideas. I’ll also 
link to the blogs for those not on Facebook (HOW DO YOU LIVE?! Kidding, it is useful 
though!). 

• Obviously the queen, Caitlin of My Little Poppies and Gameschool Community. 

• Simple Homeschool. Check out this list of top 10 educational games. 

• Not Before 7 has this list of maths games. Maths is a popular subject to teach with 
games. 

• Our Journey Westward published this list of 100 educational games! 

• What do we do all day? creates great free printables which are strategy based and 
highly portable. 

• Psychowith6 has posted a few of these ultimate games guides, this one is vocabulary. 

• Rock Your Homeschool. Check out these sight words games. 

• Stir the wonder has this set of ideas for basic homemade games . 

• Nourishing my Scholar has listed 50 favourite gamily games. 

• Peace, Love, Games reviews game on the blog. 

• One Board Family makes videos about games too. 
 
In addition to those homeschool blogs and pages, US families are going to find Amazon VERY 
useful! For the rest of us, it can be expensive and they don’t always ship to us. I do buy from 
there occasionally though. Board Game Geek is a great website for researching on, and 
serious gamers keep lists there. I’m yet to venture into it but I often check there for reviews 
and information.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
A word about card holders: there 
are many types to buy, and people 
just make their own with a piece of 
cardboard stapled in half, but if you 
have lots of games, these are 
absolutely the best ones as they stand 
up on their own too. Available online 
or at Games World. 
 

 

https://www.facebook.com/mylittlepoppies/
file:///F:/Win10USERS/Cat/Documents/JJ%20Schooling/Gameschool%20Community%20|%20My%20Little%20Poppies
https://www.facebook.com/simplehomeschool/
http://simplehomeschool.net/best-educational-games/
https://www.facebook.com/notbefore7/
http://www.notbefore7.com/2015/11/05/math-games-adding-enchantment-to-math/
https://www.facebook.com/OurJourneyWestward/
https://ourjourneywestward.com/educational-games-make-great-gifts/
https://www.facebook.com/whatdowedoallday/
http://www.whatdowedoallday.com/games/
https://www.facebook.com/psychowith6/
https://psychowith6.com/the-ultimate-guide-to-free-vocabulary-games/
https://www.facebook.com/rockyourhomeschool
https://rockyourhomeschool.net/2-easy-frugal-diy-educational-games-sight-words/
https://www.facebook.com/StirTheWonder/
http://www.stirthewonder.com/how-to-make-homemade-games-for-your-homeschool/
https://www.facebook.com/nourishingmyscholar/
https://nourishingmyscholar.com/50-favorite-games/
https://www.facebook.com/PeaceLoveAndGames/
http://www.peaceloveandgames.com/
https://www.facebook.com/oneboardfamily/?hc_ref=ARSt49WV64GNjuAf-oAPoteBZEOMAWlhrr-t_ri_kDeTaH20h8GPl8WzfXCRT5Kjx4k&fref=nf
http://www.oneboardfamily.com/
http://www.amazon.com/
https://boardgamegeek.com/
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What games should we 
try first? 
What games do you have? 
 
Ok. I know it’s overwhelming. I would probably just head to Target or a good games shop 
and pick one. I haven’t yet mentioned the dreaded M word because that is what people think 
of when we talk about games. We do have a copy of *whispers* Monopoly somewhere I 
think, but we don’t play it. Because it’s not well designed and very boring; there are no 
interesting choices or strategies, and its very luck based. Outraged? Sorry. Check out this 
YouTube to understand more.  
 
If you love Monopoly then your mind will be blown when you play a well-designed tabletop 
game! Gamers often talk about “gateway games” these are the simpler but still well-
designed tabletop that use game mechanisms that the bigger games do, have a high 
replayability factor, and are a great way to start games culture in your family if you are 
looking beyond the purely educational.  
 
Here are some of my favourite gateway games: 

• Forbidden Island is a cooperative game where each person has a role and you work 
together for 5yo+. 

• Carcassonne is tile building game good for 6yo+. 

• Sushi Go is a great gateway game for card drafting for 5yo+ and includes addition. 

• Skip-bo is a surprisingly good card game and a great intro to strategy games for 
6yo+. 

• Dragonwood is a dice and card game which includes addition for 6yo+. 
 
All of those games are ones that the adults here really enjoy, so won’t bore you quickly. I 
could list 10 more but I’m going to leave that list there. There are a million games lists you can 
google. If you’re only looking for educational games that you can slot into subject areas for 
your kids then check out this ultimate games list. It’s comprehensive and well laid out, and we 
own many of the games on it.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tL9wCYTWTDw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tL9wCYTWTDw
http://my-little-poppies.com/best-family-games/
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I’ll list some of the ones we own now: 
• Alien HotShots 

• Alphabet Bingo 

• Alphabet Go Fish 

• Busytown 

• Carcassonne Big 
Box 

• Chess 

• Chomp 

• Colourama 

• Connect 4 

• Dinosaur Snap 

• Dr Eureka 

• Dragonwood 

• Forbidden Island 

• Go Nuts 

• Learning Can Be Fun 
games x 5 

• Legendary Inventors 

• Loonacy 

• Machi Koro with 
expansions 

• Math Bingo 

• Math Dice 

• Mousetrap Maths 

• Oceanos 

• Orchard Toys 
games x 3 

• Pandemic with 
expansions 

• Pass the bomb Jnr 

• Rat a tat cat 

• Scrabble Jnr 

• Skip-Bo 

• Sumoku 

• Sushi Go 

• Storycubes x 5 

• Takenoko 

• Uno 

• Upwords 

• Yam Slam 

• At least 30 homemade games from various places and my own inventions.  
 

Adult games we own but don’t play with kids yet: 

• Cosmic Encounter 

• Innovation 

• Sentinels of the multiverse 
 
Games we have put away and haven’t played yet at time of writing:

• 7 Wonders Duel  

• Apples to Apples 

• Brave Rats 

• Ion 

• Link It 

• Ringz 

• Sequence 

• Ticket to Ride 
Europe 

• Wildcraft 

 
Great games we’ve played/borrowed from friends: 

• Catan 

• Seasons 

• Sum Swamp 

• Zeus on the loose 

• Coup 

• Love Letter
 
Games on my wish list:

• Alhambra 

• Castle Panic 

• Dixit 

• Hit the Habitat Trail 

• Hive Pocket 

• MMRY 

• Pandemic Legacy 

• Prime Climb 

• Splendor 

• Xtronaut 

 
 
Phew, that’ll do?! That’s not an exhaustive list, either. This article explains the different types 
of games in a succinct way and might be useful too.  
 
 
 
 

http://www.learningcanbefun.com.au/
https://www.orchardtoys.com/
https://nonstoptabletop.com/blog/2017/7/30/the-10-types-of-board-games-everyone-should-know-about
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A word on age 
recommendations 
 
Most games include age recommendations which is a rough guide. Game makers need to be 
careful; if they put the starting age too young, then they won’t be bought for older children, 
and if the age is too high, people will think it’s too hard. Most gameschoolers take age 
recommendations with A CUP of salt. My 7yo can play games that say 13yo+ but he is a 
weak reader. If there was a big reading component he wouldn’t be able to play. He also 
enjoys plenty of games that I’d put in the “Early Childhood” category. If your 8yo child is new 
to games then they will find Dragonwood challenging at first, as it’s not a luck game; it’s a 
strategy game with interesting choices. But my 4yo can play with assistance because she’s 
been playing games since she was a toddler.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
You know you’re a gameschooler when your games cupboard  

overflows and starts taking over the wine cabinet! 
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Australian families! 
 
A little section just for us Aussies. G’day, mates! (sorry, that’s for the rest of the world who 
think we talk like that, lol).  
 
1. I have yet to find an Australian gameschooler who blogs about gameschooling so that’s 
why there isn’t one listed here. If you are one, then yay! Let us know. People keep saying I 
should start one but I have two part time jobs already so I just can’t. You can always find me 
on IG at @ahumanattempt and in Gameschooling Australia. 
 
2. It’s really difficult to find games about Australia that aren’t caricatures of Australia, and 
sometimes a bit racist in my opinion. They seem designed for the tourist rather than 
Australians. If you know of one, PLEASE let us know! There are a few printables floating 
about, none of which are great, so making my own game about the Australian states is on my 

to do list. It’s listed right after “Learn about the Australian states.” 😉  
 
3. There are some great Aussie sites to know about, and support if you can! If you have more 
to add to this list, let us know! 

• Learning can be fun is an Aussie business that produces really high quality Early 
Childhood Games. 

• Yellow Bean Learning launched in 2016 with an excellent Early Childhood maths game 
pack. 

• Board Game Shopper is handy website that collates prices from many Aussie stores. 

• Rainbow Resources, Oz Games Shop, Gameology and Advent Games have all been 
recommended by Aussie gameschool mamas (I asked them!) as good stores to buy 
from. 

• Secondhand Facebook groups for general board 
game buying and selling include Boardgames of 
Oz sale and trade and Australia's Board Game 
Sale & Trade Group. There are heaps of state 
groups too. 

• Gameschooling Australia is where we hang out, 
connect with other locals, and buy and sell too. 
We’re using #gameschoolingoz on Instagram to 
find each other. 

• Check out Board Games Australia to find your local 
adult group. 

 
 
 

 

https://www.instagram.com/ahumanattempt/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/gameschoolingoz/
http://www.learningcanbefun.com.au/
http://www.yellowbean.com.au/
http://www.boardgamesearch.com.au/
http://www.boardgamesearch.com.au/
http://www.boardgamesearch.com.au/
https://rainbowresource.com/
http://www.ozgameshop.com/
http://www.gameology.com.au/
http://www.adventgames.com.au/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/811887708894882/?fref=nf
https://www.facebook.com/groups/811887708894882/?fref=nf
https://www.facebook.com/groups/boardgamesozsaletrade/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/boardgamesozsaletrade/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/gameschoolingoz/
http://www.boardgamesaustralia.org.au/games/game-groups/
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For the nerds like me: 
what’s the difference 
between gamification 
and game-based 
learning? 
 
Well, in a nutshell, gamification means applying game principles to something (for example, 
turning a maths sheet into a game) and game-based learning, means using a game that 
already exists to learn something (like the game Sushi Go to practice addition). Both ideas 
are useful in homeschooling, but that’s an article on its own! For further reading I suggest: 

• This article by Inservice which explains the differences 

• These two by Edutopia on gamification and game-based learning.  

• New Media also published this article about why game-based learning is awesome 
and how it compares to traditional schooling, and hands-on learning. Very interesting.  

• I loved geeking out with Institute of Play game-like learning principles. 
 
 
Many of these articles refer to online or digital gaming 
which has evolved from tabletop gaming. All of these, 
and the ‘why’ list, should be great fodder for anyone who 
wants to argue against game playing, or allocating funds 

to buy games 😉 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://inservice.ascd.org/the-difference-between-gamification-and-game-based-learning/
https://www.edutopia.org/blog/gamification-in-education-vicki-davis
https://www.edutopia.org/blog/guide-to-game-based-learning-vicki-davis
http://www.newmedia.org/game-based-learning--what-it-is-why-it-works-and-where-its-going.html
https://www.instituteofplay.org/gll-principles
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COMMON QUESTIONS 
 

“I’ve checked out the lists and blogs and now there are 3 
games that I want. How do you narrow it down?” 
 
Particularly when you’re on a budget, this can be important. What I do is search the game 
title and read what I find in the following places: 

1. the My Little Poppies blog  
2. the Gameschool Community Facebook group, and if I don’t find a post, I post on the 

wall. (This is why it’s really important to put your game titles in your posts in groups!) 
3. other Facebook games groups. 
4. Board Game Geek. 
5. Geek Dad. 
6. YouTube and watch reviews and play throughs.  
7. Read reviews on Amazon. I put this last because in Australia it’s often not cost effective 

to buy from there. 
 
After all that, I will have an idea whether I think we’ll like it or not. Yeah, it takes some time, 
but all research does! I’m looking for interesting choices and replayability here, but if you’re 
looking for something purely educational then it should be simpler to figure out whether it will 
help with the thing you need. I only buy those types of games if I really need them, and think I 
can resell them; I am far more likely to find a free printable or make up my own. 
 
 

“My partner doesn’t want me to spend money on games.” 
 
Send them this article; there is a TONNE of good info linked here. This is a commonly asked 
problem by mamas in homeschool groups. In my house, if one partner doesn’t want to do the 
reading and learn about the issue to then have an informed discussion, then the other gets to 
go ahead using their best judgement. Teamwork makes the dream work, and that means 
trusting each other too. I am not going to learn about looking after the cars, so hubs just does 
what he thinks is best there. He is not going to get highly educated about homeschooling, so 
I’m boss of that. I make a lot of games, and only buy ones I think we’ll really love. I also sell 
games as I need too to fund new ones. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

http://www.my-little-poppies.com/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/GameschoolMyLittlePoppies/
https://boardgamegeek.com/
https://geekdad.com/tabletop-game-review-index/
http://www.youtube.com/
http://www.amazon.com/
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“Seriously though, we are on a tight budget.” 
 
Honestly, most homeschoolers are. Everyone’s version of tight is different, and everyone’s 
priorities are different. We too are on a tight-ish budget. We don’t spend any money at all 
on curriculums (ever) so I spend on books, games, workshops, classes instead. Tabletop games 
are not just a homeschool thing; they contribute to family culture too. So if you occasionally 
have a family day or meal out or trip to the movies, you can consider a good tabletop game 
in the same category but it’s reusable, and you should be able to sell it for around half what 
you paid when the time comes. Here are some other ideas: 

• Buy secondhand. I buy most of our games secondhand and I get good deals this way.  
o Facebook groups. I buy mostly in Facebook groups, occasionally from other 

local secondhand sites. You just need to keep your eye out, and also put up 
“want to buy” posts as sometimes people are thinking about selling a game but 
can’t be bothered, but if they can quickly PM you and get it done hassle-free, 
it’s a win-win. 

o Op shop/thrift stores/goodwill. You rarely find the better tabletop games at 
these places here in Australia (though the US mamas seem too all the time!) but 
you will find lots of staple games like Scrabble, and card games. I will buy very 
cheap games with some good pieces for reusing. 

• Buy when you see it. If you see a game you want on sale or secondhand, buy it if it’s 
good price, even if it’s a stretch. I put them away so then I’m not looking at paying full 
price come Christmas and birthdays or when I want a game to teach something in 
particular. I currently have 15 games in the cupboard for the future, lol. 

• Give them as gifts. Each birthday each one of us gets a game, preferably one we’ll 
enjoy (so I can justify that expense) and then at Christmas we get a couple. That means 
we’re getting 6-8 games through the year because we all love games in addition to 
ones I make. 

• Get some gameschool friends. I’ve introduced several local friends to gameschooling, 
mainly by lending them games, and they’ve soon bought their own, and so we’ve been 
able to swap games with them. I won’t buy games they have unless we can’t live 
without it (hasn’t happened yet!).  

• Buy copies. On Ebay there are many stores that sell copies of popular games. They’re 
not the legit version, and so the original gamemakers aren’t getting their dues (which is 
one of the reasons I don’t buy them) but you can buy copies of games very cheap and 
they tend to be OK quality and complete sets etc, most of the time, but not always, 
bear in mind. 

• Make your own! Homeschoolers tend to be crafty and resourceful. Read on. 
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“I want to make my own games. Help.” 
 
You can make your own games very cheaply, and indeed I make TONNES of them. You 
can buy books that have things to photocopy and make, or get free printables from all 
over the internet. You can attempt to replicate popular games, particularly using game 
pieces and boards from games you’ve bought cheaply secondhand (this is where op 
shops/goodwill are handy). Remember that challenging your kids to make their own game 
is a great activity too. 
 
There are links all over the place here – this is an ULTIMATE guide after all – so read back 
but here is yet another collection of links to get you started: 

• Teachers Pay Teachers is usually my first stop when looking for an educational 
printable game to make. 

• Stir the Wonder has written this great how to article.  

• The Measured Mom has a bunch of reading games here. 

• Check out these blank board game templates.  

• What do we do all day, again, because she creates great free printables which are 
strategy based and highly portable. 

• Repurposing old toys and games into literacy activities by Growing Book by Book 
will give you ideas. 

• You can just use cereal boxes and household items, but you can get cool board 
game kits too. 

• Build your own board game how too. 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.teacherspayteachers.com/
http://www.stirthewonder.com/how-to-make-homemade-games-for-your-homeschool/
https://www.themeasuredmom.com/10-diy-reading-games-for-kids/
http://www.timvandevall.com/templates/blank-board-game-template/
http://www.whatdowedoallday.com/games/
http://growingbookbybook.com/repurpose-old-games-and-toys-into-literacy-activities/
http://mentalfloss.com/article/75102/invent-your-own-board-game-these-diy-kits
http://mentalfloss.com/article/75102/invent-your-own-board-game-these-diy-kits
http://www.instructables.com/id/Build-your-Own-Board-Game/
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“My kid doesn’t find games fun. We have meltdowns over 
rules/winning/losing. It just won’t work for us.” 
 
Ah, yes. I understand. I know a few kids including my nephew and son who have worked 
through game rage. I’d argue that these children may need to play games more than anyone 
else! Games are a great way to learn to handle and reframe ‘failure’, practice gracious 
winning and losing, handling disappointment, trying again etc. Not all things will work for all 
families, and you may want to use a few of these ideas in concert, but here are some things 
to consider: 

• Play cooperatively. This is my number one tip. Play cooperative games where you all 
work as a team. Forbidden Island, Pandemic and Wildcraft are all popular here, and 
Caitlin has this post with a huge list to help you. They’ll still be disappointed, but it’s a 
lot less than if they weren’t on a team. 

• Change the rules. Linked to playing cooperatively is: change the rules to suit. Games 
aren’t games if there aren’t some rules, but you can make them suit your family 
situation. Make it cooperative, quicker, lighter, less disappointing, whatever. You can 
build back up to regular rules later.  

• Choose quicker, lighter games. The less time your child has been sitting, the smaller 
the outburst is likely to be (just based on contained energy). The less energy they have 
put into trying to win, the less upset they’ll feel, hopefully. Think Uno, Bingo games, Go 
Fish. 

• Try strategy games. Maybe your child needs to feel more control so rather than luck 
based games, where you solely rely on the cards you pick up or dice you rolled, try 
games where they can work towards something. What you choose will depend on your 
child’s age. Think Connect 4, Carcassonne for older kids, and many others.  

• Play 2 player. Try 2 player games where just a safe adult and your child play. Losing 
to just a trusted adult (maybe Grandma?) rather than siblings as well may help too.  

• Let them win sometimes! This is a bone of contention in the gameschool community; to 
win or not to win?! But as an adult who loves playing games, when my husband or 
friends constantly smash me at a game, it makes me want to play it a lot less. It’s 
boring and not fun. Let them win sometimes.  

• Model gracious winning, losing and game play. This should go without saying, but I 
have seen posts in groups about playing games with adults who have had tantrums in 
front of children. Oh my. Do not play with any adults that can’t be adult, lol! By all 
means express yourself, but only in a way you’d be happy for your children to do also. 
Monkey see, monkey do.  

• Discuss unpleasantness later. Game didn’t go well? Let them express themselves, 
empathise, and let it go. Lecturing or saying “It’s just a game!” won’t actually help when 
they’re feeling upset and disappointed, in fact they won’t feel heard. Later on, when 
they’re calm and have experienced success at something else they like, you can come 
back to what happened at the game and discuss it as appropriate to your family. 
Punishing game behaviour will only lead to not wanting to play at all so avoid that at 
all costs. 

• Try single player games. There are tonnes of single player games. Maybe your child 
would benefit from working through some things by themselves? Try ThinkFun Maze 
games, Perplex us, Caboodle, or Chicken Shuffle.  

http://my-little-poppies.com/?s=cooperative
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• Let them create their own game. If they design a game, even just using some cards, 
counters, dice etc and teach it to you, and have to uphold the rules and game play 
themselves because they’re in charge, perhaps this will give them the control they need 
to handle the ups and downs of gaming. 

• Make them Game Master. In a similar vein, try giving them the responsibility for the 
setup, pack up and running the game. Not that they do it all themselves, but they’re in 
charge of everyone. Your children may need to take turns at this if it causes friction. 

• Play open. When we learn a game for the first time, we always play open. That 
means that rather than keeping our cards or whatever to ourselves, we play so 
everyone can see what everyone has, is doing, and why. Knowing how to play a game 
better may help with those big feelings.  

• Choose your time carefully. Maybe family game night needs to be family game 
morning? Tiredness is not going to help games go well. We do the majority of our 
family game playing before bedtime because we have a fairly traditional work 
schedule here, but if you can play when everyone is fresh, that may help. 

• Don’t finish. I can hear the gasps, but it’s ok to not finish! Try playing games but 
without completing them. Start a game when you don’t have time to finish. Enjoy 
playing, then pack it up and put it away. The fun and learning has happened, without 
the trauma of the ending. You can of course build up to finishing later. 

• Work on self-regulation. Emotional regulation is not something you can teach 
necessarily, but it is something you can practice. Of course, you need to model it, and 
don’t worry, we all lose it sometimes, but the more you model it, the better they will do 
at it. Also try some of these ideas from PBS, or these ideas from The Inspired Tree 
House. 

• Growth mindset. Remove the focus from winning and losing all the time. This may not 
work for competitive kids who are just naturally that way, but focus on the fact that life 
is a journey, and failure is a construct that really means nothing other than “This one 
time it didn’t work so we need to try again.”. We are Big Life Journal fans here, and 
have one of the posters on the fridge.  

• Leave it. And of course, games aren’t for everyone all the time. If you’ve tried on and 
off for a few weeks, and worked on all these things and it still isn’t going well, then 
leave it for a while (a season, a year) and try again. Maybe your kid just isn’t going to 
be a game person? I’ll be honest and say I’m really sceptical about this – I feel like 
anyone who says they don’t like games just haven’t played the right ones - but 
anything is possible, of course.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.pbs.org/parents/adventures-in-learning/2015/11/games-that-teach-self-regulation/
http://theinspiredtreehouse.com/self-regulation/
http://theinspiredtreehouse.com/self-regulation/
https://biglifejournal.com/
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“My kids fight. We can’t play games together.” 
 
Yeah this is a hard one! Caitlin has written a brilliant article at My Little Poppies that I cannot 
improve upon. She has a list of great ideas, and one I will emphasize is snacks. Lol! Seriously 
though. Eating a clean food (like plain popcorn, because you don’t want to get your game 
pieces super dirty) while playing is a great way to keep a game moving along and everyone 
calm. Read her entire article here. I’ll also add that we regularly play games 1:1 here. Like 
at least once a week with each child.  
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://my-little-poppies.com/how-to-play-games-kids-fight/
http://my-little-poppies.com/how-to-play-games-kids-fight/
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 “I have a toddler who can’t play but wants too and ends up 
wrecking the game in their earnest efforts.” 
 
Mm, also tricky! I have a few suggestions for this one that have worked here. Firstly, it’s 
always a good idea to play at nap time, but that isn’t always possible, particularly if mama 
is pinned under said toddler!  

• Snacks. Seriously, just snacks.  

• Play in teams. Toddler can sit on your lap and hold your cards/roll your dice and be 
on your team.  

• Give Toddler their own game pieces to play with alongside, or even on the board if 
they can be careful with the pieces that are part of the game.  

• Let them “play along” even if they’re not playing properly. Let them go through the 
motions. This requires some patience from your older kid/s and a relatively calm 
toddler. 

• Play two games at once. I have sat playing a big kids game on one side, and a little 
kids game on the other, lol. Have your coffee/wine handy. 

• Set up Toddler up with their own activity next to you. Chloe is often happy to draw 
or paint or play right next to us as long as she feels included. 

• Make them Game Master. Sit them up on top the table (yep!) and let them hand out 
the cards or roll the dice. This was our main strategy for months and worked well. 
Obviously, it won’t work for all kids! 

•  Screen time. I know this will go against some belief systems, but setting Toddler up 
with a screen to get some 1:1 time with another kid might be your answer for a while. 
It’s only a season. 

• Game night. Play when Toddler is in bed for the evening. Less than ideal as we’ve 
already talked about how this won’t work for some kids if they’re too tired. 

• Play when someone else is around. Get together with a friend, and one of you play 
a game with the older kids, while one plays with the younger kids. Or wait until 
Grandma comes for a visit or your partner is available obviously. 

• Take turns to play. Older toddlers might be able to understand waiting their turn for 
their own game. There are heaps of actually good toddler games to consider. 
Colourama and Busytown are two that come to mind.  

• Snacks. Did I mention snacks? 
 
Honestly, game playing with small kids 
around, particularly if you have a couple 
of them is not going to be easy, so only 
attempt when you have some patience 
available. You may decide to wait until 
everyone is older, and that’s ok, too. Chloe 
used to grab and throw all the pieces and 
think she was hilarious, *all the eyerolls*. 
We just waited her out and now it’s great. 
It’s a short season, mama, hang in there. 
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The last word 
I trust you’re thoroughly overwhelmed 😉 and now have hours of reading ahead to check out 
all those links. If there is something I haven’t covered here, then please let us know. Have any 

other suggestion, comment, game recommendation, get in touch! I’d love to hear from you. 😊 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Note: There are no Amazon affiliate links here, just tonnes of resources, so click away. When 
you click through to some blog there will be some affiliate links. Using them is a way to help 
support your favourite bloggers.  

mailto:hello@lightheartphotography.com.au?subject=gameschooling!

