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learning is child's play
Written by Keryn O’Neill MA, PGCertEdPsych, Knowledge Manager

The message that the first few years of life are extremely 
important for brain development has become more 
widely known. What may be less clear is how to put this 
knowledge into practise. Parents wanting to give their pēpi 
the best start are faced with a huge variety of choice and 
much commercially-driven pressure to ensure that their 
child makes the most of this developmental opportunity. 
The bewildering number of toys and activities currently 
available for our babies and young children is enough to 
send parents’ stress levels sky-high. And that’s before the 
credit card bill arrives!

Tamariki need stimulation but, as with many things, 
moderation is key. More is not necessarily better. Many 
tamariki today are at risk of being over-stimulated or 
over-scheduled and this can actually delay rather than 
encourage their brain development.1 

During the first years of a child’s life it is play and ‘ordinary 
life’ that contributes the most to brain development.2  We 
don’t need to formally “teach” our young children in order 
for them to learn. Tamariki have their own interests and by 
being supported to follow these they are likely to be getting 
the stimulation that they need.

Play provides a wonderful opportunity for parent and 
tamaiti to have fun together, deepening their relationship. 
Tamariki also need opportunities for some play on their 
own, as this provides many opportunities to develop 
their imagination, learn to problem-solve and develop 
other skills which they may not practise in adult-directed 
play. Boredom is not all bad either. At times, boredom 
may provide the impetus for a child to make their own 
discoveries and create their own fun, fantastic life skills and 
great stimulation for a growing brain.

It’s the simple things
Simple, maybe even ‘old-fashioned’ toys that allow tamariki 
to use their imagination and creativity have many benefits 
over the endless plastic creations currently available.3 
Blocks, water, a sandpit, versatile dress-ups (maybe 
parents’ old clothes as opposed to Disney inspired ones), 
crayons and paper provide endless options. Household 
objects such as boxes, blankets, pots and pans can also 
provide many hours of fun and learning. The things that 
offer the most stimulation for a growing brain don’t usually 
have the “educational” label on them.

1. Fancourt, 2000
2. Frost, 1998
3. Ginsburg, 2007



Real world fun
Learning and brain development is not limited to toys and 
activities specifically created for children. Tamariki have 
been playing and learning long before the invention of 
modern toys! Following children’s interests in the real world 
provides many play opportunities too. Household activities 
that we usually consider work are rich with opportunities 
for learning, and play. Hanging out the washing, baking, 
grocery shopping and weeding the garden provide many 
opportunities for exploration and learning - and while the 
task will take longer with children involved, it can be much 
more fun for the adult, too.

Everyday life is full of naturally occurring learning 
opportunities.4 Watching the rubbish truck, road works, 
rain going down the drain, or a rainbow, can capture the 
interest of a child when shared with a parent. Take time to 
stop, observe, and talk with your tamaiti about the things 
happening around them, and, when possible, move on 
only when your child’s interest is waning. Be confident in 
the knowledge that you have just provided them with the 
stimulation they need, and it didn’t cost a cent!

Using their senses
Nature is full of rich sensory experiences that are so vital 
for healthy brain development.5 Playing with the sand at 
the beach, feeling the bark on trees, smelling flowers, or 
listening to birds singing - enjoyed with loving whānau - all 
provide stimulation prompting brain connections to form. 
Sensory experiences can be messy and tamariki benefit 
from being able to enjoy such experiences fully, without 
anyone worrying about the washing!

Despite all the advertising claims, media use and electronic 
toys are no match for the benefits of hands-on play with 
real world objects.6 Tamariki use their senses; touching, 
tasting, smelling, listening and looking at the real world, 
and this is how their brain learns. Nothing can replace the 
value of whānau joining their tamariki in play, and viewing 
the world through their eyes. Where possible children really 
benefit from enjoying another person’s full attention.7

Conclusion
Playful, creative tamariki who have had plenty of 
unscheduled, non-screen (TV, phone, tablet) time for play 
throughout their early years, are more likely to arrive at 
school with their natural curiosity intact, a strong desire to 
learn and healthy social-emotional skills.8 This will benefit 
them more than those whose infancy and pre-school years 
have been filled with scheduled activities and little time for 
play.

Playing, and having fun with adults and other children, is, 
quite literally, brain-building.9

Glossary of Māori terms:
Pēpi – baby, infant 
Tamaiti – child
Tamariki – children
Whānau – extended family

If you enjoyed this article, you may also like to read these
Feeding your baby’s brain: http://www.brainwave.org.nz/
feeding-your-babys-brain/ 

Our literature search into childcare: How are the children 
doing? http://www.brainwave.org.nz/childcare-how-are-
the-children-doing/ 

Every day opportunities: lots of learning https://www.
brainwave.org.nz/everyday-opportunities-lots-of-learning/
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It is not helpful, 
nor desirable, for parents 

to feel guilty.  Nor is it helpful  

or desirable for us to ‘fudge’ 

information for fear of making 

parents feel guilty. 
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Brainwave Trust Educators are almost always asked about 

childcare. Is it good for baby/child? When’s the best time 

to go back to work? “Weeee…ell…,” we all say, followed by 

a deep intake of breath, “…it de…pends….” The evidence 

is so difficult to understand. There are so many ‘agendas’ 

at play. Economic agendas. Workforce issues. Gender 

agendas.
It’s awkward to even talk about this these days. In some 

circles, it’s assumed that both parents will be back at work 

as soon as possible. In other circles it’s frowned upon 

for babies to be in any non-parental care, and working 

parents feel judged.There’s a tendency to feel defensive because our thoughts 

immediately go to what arrangements we made/make 

for our own children. Childcare professionals can feel 

defensive, too. They work hard, and in a very professional 

manner, often for low pay and not much status.

Many caring, well-informed parents feel totally confused.

And the most delicate, difficult thing that makes it hard to 

talk about is that some families have limited or no choices. 

If you’re a single parent and you don’t want to struggle 

along on a benefit, or your family needs two incomes just 

to pay for food, shelter, power etc. of course you have to 

find some affordable care for your children while you work. 

And we are all too aware that some parents can’t afford 

even the cheapest care. So they work horrendous shifts, 

take their children to work, don’t get to sleep, whatever it 

takes. Everyone is juggling.
We certainly don’t want to make any parents feel guilty. 

If families are economically (or for any other reasons) 

unable to make decisions that are best for their children 

and themselves, then that’s a problem for all of us. That’s 

an issue for the “system” and we need to look at all the 

possible solutions: longer paid parental leave, flexible 

working hours etc. It is not helpful, nor desirable, for 

parents to feel guilty.  

whakamana i te tamaiti

early years last forever

Our literature search into childcare

Brainwave Trust Educators are almost always 

asked about childcare.  Is it good for baby/child?  

When’s the best time to go back to work?

Nor is it helpful or desirable for us to ‘fudge’ information for 

fear of making parents feel guilty. We’re all in this together, 

and we all want what is best for children. We know that 

almost all parents out there want to do the best by their 

children.
Which is why they deserve good, honest, as-objective-as-

possible information.
So over a two-year period, Brainwave Trust has conducted 

a literature review to see what is known and what is not. 

There’s been input from psychology, from public health, 

from neuroscience and from education. We’ve looked for 

evidence and tried our hardest to be objective and fair. 

We’ve made sure that, where possible, we went back to 

the original studies. The result is a document we are very 

proud of.
It’s a pity kids and families don’t come in one shape and 

size; it would be so much easier to find answers. And Early 

Childhood Education or Daycare - whatever you like to call 

it - doesn’t come in one shape or size either. It’s not just 

one thing. It’s a whole lot of things. There’s part-time

care, full-time care, informal care, centre-based care, 

home-based care. There’s care starting at six weeks of 

age, and care starting at age 3 years.  
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early years last forever

You already know that your baby needs good food to grow a healthy body. 

Did you also know you can help grow their brains when you talk with them?

  

Words and aroha make a huge difference.

Feeding your

Watch and listen

to your baby

Use your

language

Read

books

Chat with

your baby

Take turns

talking

Start

early
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Turn the page for some tips that may help you 

and your whānau talk with your baby – and talk in ways 

that really set them up to do well.  

Feeding your baby’s brain
https://brainwave.org.nz/article/feeding-your-babys-brain/

Our Literature Search into Childcare. How are the Children Doing?
https://brainwave.org.nz/article/our-literature-search-into-child-
care-how-are-the-children-doing/

Everyday opportunities: Lots of learning
https://brainwave.org.nz/article/everyday-opportuni-
ties-lots-of-learning/
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