
Encourage fine motor skills and sensory play with these mess-free 
activities for toddlers 

 

 
Goodstart Early Learning centres encourage fine motor skills through structured and 

free-play activities 

 

Trying to find a balance between keeping your toddler engaged and your home 

habitable? Throw together one of these simple, DIY activities and let your child reap 

the benefits of sensory and fine motor play without worrying about the clean-up. 

 

Feathers in a bottle  

 
Mix it up with pompoms and pipe cleaners like Rainbow Squish 

 



Most parents have reached for a tissue only to discover their toddler has 

already emptied the box onto the floor. Put their curiosity to good use by filling an old 

plastic bottle with brightly dyed feathers instead. Toddlers love emptying the bottles, 

stroking the feathers and crunching the plastic in their hands. 

 

I spy bottle 

 
Click here for The Jenny Evolution’s Spring themed bottle 

 

You may have seen expensive versions of this toy at the shops, but the DIY 

version is just as effective and can be made with materials from around the house. 

Let your little one shake and roll the bottle for noisy, sensory fun, or turn the bottle 

slowly and calmly and try to spot the objects hidden inside. 

 

Pompom stations 

 
Find pompom pouring ideas on Busy Toddlers 



 

 
Take sorting to the next level with Pppizzazz’s colour station 

 

Toddlers love sorting activities almost as much as they love pompoms. For a 

quick and easy pompom sorting station, collect together some empty containers, egg 

cartons and utensils. Tongs are especially good for practising fine motor skills and, if 

you want to add an extra challenge, you can create a colour sorting wall using 

cardboard tubes. 

 

Water bead window 

 
Find the tutorial on Parenting Chaos 

 



Water beads have been making a splash amongst the older children, but these 

squishy, expanding balls can pose a choking hazard for toddlers and babies. By 

sealing them in a Ziploc bag and taping them to a window, little ones can join in on 

the sensory fun and enjoy the colours as they are lit up by the sun. 

 

Stomp painting 

 
Combine dance and art with this fun activity from View from a Footstool 

 

Usually, paint + toddlers = disaster. Throw some bubble wrap between the two 

and you have a mess-free activity guaranteed to get your little ones up and dancing. 

When their energy is spent, lie them on their bellies and let them enjoy the 

satisfaction of popping individual bubbles with their fingers. 

 

Felt Boards 



 
An anatomical felt board available on Etsy 

 

Felt boards let toddlers create mess-free stories and artworks, while they work 

on their pincer grip and fine motor skills. There is a huge range of felt board activities 

available from sites like Etsy, but you can easily DIY your own board with some felt 

scraps from home. If you’re stumped for ideas, start by cutting out simple geometric 

shapes or the letters of your child’s name. 

 

Button snake 

 
Follow the instructions on Happy Hooligans 

 

Now that you have some spare felt from creating your felt board, why not have 

a go at making this soft and colourful button snake. All you will need is a large 



button, ribbon and squares of felt with slots cut into them. This activity builds fine 

motor skills whilst your toddler masters the art of threading buttons. 

 

Letter matching box 

 
Keep little fingers busy with this game from School Time Snippets. 

 

Every cardboard box that comes into a parent’s house is a treasure chest of 

potential activities. This letter activity uses a box to make a cheap and simple 

matching game that will engage your toddler’s fine motor skills while they practice 

their letter recognition. 

  



Using mosquito repellents safely on young children 

 
Itching season is upon us. Image source 

 

The weather is warming and families across Australia are throwing open their 

back doors to bring the sunshine in and let the children out. But along with the onset 

of picnic lunches and sandy shoes comes the all-too-familiar buzz of the mosquito. 

 

According to Healthline, it is not uncommon for children to experience more 

noticeable reactions from mosquito bites. This is because we become desensitised 

to mosquito bites over time, so adults who have had a lifetime of bites tend to have 

milder reactions. To minimise their child’s discomfort, parents usually turn to insect 

repellents, but many are concerned about how to apply them safely. 

 
DEET 

The Victorian Government recommends that repellents containing DEET (N,N-

Diethyl-meta-toluamide) are not used on infants under two months of age and that 

young children use a repellent with less than 10 per cent DEET. It is safer to apply 

the repellent to your child’s clothing than to their skin, and prolonged daily application 

should be avoided. To prevent ingestion, parents should not apply repellent to 

children’s hands and should ensure that older children wash their hands thoroughly if 

they apply the repellent themselves. 

 
 



Alternatives to DEET-based repellents 
 

 
The source of your Citronella candles. Image source 

 
As it is not recommended that DEET-based repellents are used for extended 

periods of time, some parents are interested in exploring safer alternatives. 

Thankfully, there are many different ways to help to keep mosquitoes at bay. 

 

Natural skin repellents: 

Natural repellents use plants and essential oils to mask the scent of the wearer, 

with mixed success. These repellents are less effective than those containing DEET 

and need to be applied more regularly, but most are safe to use over a prolonged 

period, are gentle on the skin and smell far better, too. 

  

Bracelets and stickers: 

For parents concerned about skin contact, there is now a large range of 

mosquito repellent bracelets and stickers on the market. Bracelets have a pocket for 

a replaceable scented tab, whereas stickers contain similar ingredients to DEET-

based repellents, but can be placed on a child’s clothes, bag or bed to avoid skin 

contact. 

 

Scented candles and electric diffusers: 



While the classic citronella candles still work well, there is now a variety of 

scented candles available in the marketplace. There is also a range of electric 

diffusers for parents who prefer to avoid open flames. 

 

Plants:  

Strong smelling plants can help mask human scents from mosquitoes. By 

planting everything from lavender to basil, you can beautify your backyard and keep 

the mosquitoes away at the same time. A list of mosquito repellent plants can be 

found here. 

 

What else can you do? 
- Avoid outdoor play at dusk and dawn when mosquitoes are most active. 

- Make sure there is no stagnant water in or around your home and keep 

fish in ponds to reduce breeding. 

- Install fly screens on doors and windows. 

 

 

Important note for parents 
If your child suffers from a severe allergic reaction from insect bites or you are 

in an area with a higher risk of mosquito-borne disease, it is recommended to only 

use repellents containing DEET. The Royal Children’s Hospital recommends 

repellents with 15-30 per cent DEET in higher risk areas.  

 

 

 

 



Unusual hypoallergenic pets  

 
This is a fur free zone. Image Source 

 

If your child is longing for a pet but someone in the family has allergies, why not 

look beyond the humble goldfish and consider one of these hypoallergenic pet 

options? The unusual animals in this roundup have the added benefit of being quiet, 

smell-free and suitable for life without a backyard. 

 

Axolotls 

 
Image source 

Pros:   
- A unique life cycle that is great for kids who love science and biology 

- Very placid 

- Relatively low maintenance 

Cons: 



- Long term commitment  

- Requires a large tank and careful control of the water conditions 

- Axolotls are not overly interested in their owners 

- Care and maintenance can only be handled by adults or teenagers 

Lifespan: 10-20 years 
Find out more here 
 

Ant farms 

 
Image source 

Pros: 
- Enclosures are cheap and can be DIY’ed 

- Ants can be found for free if you do not wish to order them 

- Low maintenance 

- Children can observe the life cycle and complex interactions of a colony 

Cons: 
- Long-term colony survival requires more dedication to learning about ants 

and providing for their needs 

- Most store-bought ant farms will not preserve a colony for very long 

- Younger children may tip the farm or try to touch the ants 

Lifespan: Varies 

Find out more here 
 
Freshwater Turtles 



 
Image source 

Pros: 
- Docile and non-threatening 

- Live in and out of the water 

- Friend for life 

Cons: 
- Some states will require a reptile licence 

- Considering their potential lifespan, turtles are a lifelong commitment 

- Initial set-up of a large tank, UVB lights and water controls is expensive 

Lifespan: 30-75 years 

Find out more here 
 
Bearded dragons 

 
Image source 

Pros: 
- One of the more docile and sociable reptiles 

- Can be gently handled  



- Children can say they have a pet dragon 

Cons: 
- Some states will require a reptile licence  

- Initial set-up of enclosure and ultraviolet lights is expensive 

- Some owners may be uncomfortable providing insects for their diet 

- Over-handling is not recommended 

Lifespan: 10-12 years 

Find out more here 

 
Stick insects 

 
Image source 

Pros: 
- Can be gently handled 

- Teach children about camouflage and insect life cycles 

- Most Australian varieties eat eucalyptus leaves which are readily available 

for free 

Cons: 
- Initial enclosure set-up can be expensive 

- Adults or older children will need to handle most of the maintenance 

- Shorter lifespan may be upsetting for children, although most insects will 

lay new eggs during their lives 

Lifespan: Less than a year  



Find out more here 

 

Please thoroughly research potential pets to ensure that they are right for your 

family and home, and remember that pets are for life. 
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