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The early years are a particularly important time in 
development. Early experiences interact with genes to 
influence our children’s development. While the science 
behind this is complex, the day-to-day reality boils down to 
some simple things. You’re probably already doing many of 
them, sometimes without realising their significance.

This article explores a few of the many things that your 
tamariki are learning as you go about daily life together. 
Let’s take supermarket shopping as an example.

Some days, leaving the supermarket with the groceries you 
need, your eftpos transaction accepted, and you and your 
child intact, feels worthy of a Nobel prize. Or at least a nice 
medal. But, these ordinary, and let’s be honest less than 
exciting, routines in our lives are filled with rich opportunities 
for our tamariki and their development.

What might your tamariki be learning as you go about 
getting your groceries together?

Communication Opportunities 
When your baby or toddler is sitting in the front of 
trolley facing you there are so many opportunities for 
communication between you. In this position it’s easy to 
notice what baby is looking at, or pointing to. When they’re 
very young, this is how our pēpi communicate with us. 
A lack of words does not mean they can’t ‘talk’ to you. 
Are they watching as you put the kūmara in the trolley? 
Perhaps they want a closer look, to touch the skin, or feel 
the weight of the kūmara. You can talk with them about 
what you’re looking at; “Oh look! There are some bananas. 
We need bananas.” Pēpi is never too young to 
benefit from you talking with them.

There are endlessly rich language opportunities to be 
found as you go up and down the aisles. So many different 
colours, shapes, smells, sounds and temperature to notice 
and talk about. Which of these seem to 
interest your tamaiti?



Older tamariki might be interested in letters or counting, or 
discussing which fruit and veggies grow on trees or in the 
ground.

These ‘back & forth’ chats, sometimes called ‘serve & 
return’ like a game of tennis or ping pong, provide strong 
support for children’s development; both their language 
development, and also the strength of their relationships 
with parents and whānau.

Relationship opportunities
Of all the fascinating things to look at in the supermarket, 
guess what’s top of your child’s list? Yes, it’s you! Every time 
you notice and answer baby’s smile, pointing, babbling, or 
talking, or you talk, touch or look lovingly at them, you are 
growing the connection between you, which is a super-
important foundation for their development in so many 
areas.

When pēpi drops the dish brush and Dad picks it up, over & 
over again, while waiting in the queue, what else is going 
on here? Dad and pēpi are sharing what’s known as ‘joint 
attention’; they’re both paying attention to the same thing, 
and by responding Dad is clearly indicating to baby that 
what she’s doing matters to him.

Does this mean it needs to happen all the time? No. You’d 
be there all day and your frozen veg would melt. It might 
only take a few seconds. Just know that all those little 
moments really do add up in big ways.

Contribution & control
Two of the ingredients that we know help children develop 
resilience are having a sense of control, and the ability to 
contribute.

When tamariki are offered simple choices, “berry or apricot 
yoghurt?” or “apples or pears”, they feel involved in what’s 
happening, and get to practise making decisions. Limited 
choices like these, between two options which are both 
available, are more successful than open-ended questions, 
such as “What shall we get for lunch?”, as their answer 
might be something they can’t have. This helps them have 
a sense of control over themselves and their environment 
in healthy ways. While there are no guarantees, offering 
tamariki simple choices where possible, might just make 
it easier to handle the situations where they don’t get to 
choose. (“I know it looks yummy, but we aren’t having ice-
cream for lunch”).

Holding the shopping list, carrying (non-breakable!) items, 
and putting the groceries on the counter are some of the 

many ways in which tamariki can contribute. Many will 
enjoy their ‘helper’ role and the sense of satisfaction this 
brings. Their help may take a little longer, but being more 
active participants in the shopping is helping build many 
skills. They usually love feeling that they are sharing a real-
life task with you.

Handling stress and managing feelings
As anyone who’s ever shopped with tamariki knows, things 
don’t always go smoothly. While we might prefer things 
went according to plan, there are important learning 
opportunities available in these situations too.

When your pēpi or tamaiti has become tired, squabbled 
with their brother or sister or is distressed at the sight of lollies 
they can’t have, this can be stressful for them. They have 
feelings that they need support to handle.

When they feel understood and supported in these stressful 
situations, it’s building their ability to handle their own range 
of feelings as they grow, sometimes called self-regulation. 
It’s teaching tamariki that when they need support, 
someone will be there for them. They also learn that feelings 
come and then go.

If you perhaps found the situation stressful and didn’t offer 
the support your child needed at the time, as happens 
to all of us, but make efforts to put things right, tamariki 
learn that relationships aren’t perfect and that mistakes 
can be repaired. A big cuddle once you are home and 
the shopping has been put away, can help to “repair” the 
relationship.

Conclusions
Next time you’re out and about, remember that as you tick 
items off your shopping list, you’re probably also ticking off 
lots of skills and learning for your tamaiti too.

Of course, grocery shopping is not the only time these 
opportunities exist. Other every day activities – hanging 
out washing, peeling potatoes, washing the dog - are also 
a rich source of learning, and without any toys, devices or 
additional cost required.

Of all the fascinating 
things to look at in the 

supermarket, guess what’s 
top of your child’s list? Yes, 

it’s you!
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These are very strange times we’re living in. 

There are many things we previously took for 

granted that we can’t do, or have, right now.

There is something we do have, though - the opportunity to 

support the resilience of the tamariki in our whānau. (And 

yes, our own resilience as well!)
Resilience is the ability to develop well even during hard 

times. Despite what some people think, resilience isn’t 

something that ‘just happens’, or something some children 

have while others don’t. Resilience comes about through 

experiences. It can be learned. Whānau and other adults 

have an important role in this, by providing tamariki 

opportunities to develop their inner resources. 

The 7 Cs of resilience 
Resilience is made up of a number of ingredients, which 

have sometimes been referred to as the 7 Cs. Let’s have a 

look at these. How can parents and whānau best support 

children to be resilient at this stressful time? What are some 

examples?
Competence Competent tamariki know how to handle situations well. 

Our tamariki are dealing with lots of disappointments at 

the moment – perhaps their birthday celebration had to 

change, or maybe they are missing beloved grandparents 

and friends. Making a point of noticing when they handle 

these situations well, or even take steps towards it, and 

letting them know you have noticed will help build their 

sense of competence. Helping them to recognise, and 

build on, their own individual strengths builds a sense of 

competence.

Coronavirus – an opportunity for resilience

Resilience is the ability 
to develop well even 
during hard times.

whakamana i te tamaiti

early years last forever
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Rethinking the

whakamana i te tamaiti
early years last forever

By Miriam McCaleb, DipT(ECE), BTchLn , PGCertHealSc

When we think about adults spending quality time with children, I wonder if it’s just me,  

or does your mind go straight to sentimental sorts of scenes: cosy board games by the fire, 

baby crawling through the daffodils of his first spring, perhaps a slow-motion  

shot of family laughing as child toddles through lapping waves.

If I were to ask you to imagine an adult spending 

quality time with a child, to consider a rich opportunity 

for relationship strengthening or visualise a learning 

interaction, I don’t reckon you’d visualise a nappy change.

But perhaps we should. Perhaps the journey to self begins 

on the nappy change table.

If you’re reading this, you are probably fairly interested in 

child development and you will know how powerful early 

relationships are in impacting our social skills: our ability to 

read cues, to respond to and empathise with others, and 

that these abilities serve as powerful predictors of things 

like school success and later relationship health.

Those of us who are interested in brain science 

understand that repetition is one of the key principles for 

reinforcing learning and building brains. 

We know that infants and young toddlers are particularly 

malleable at a foundational level: their ‘habits of mind’ are 

being formed, they are waist-deep in the fundamentals of 

identity formation. 

So while our memories might grasp onto “special 

occasion” moments as examples of quality time, our 

brains are actually built on the everyday minutiae, the 

day-in, day out activities so often disdained for being just 

routine.

Please join me in rethinking this idea, just for a moment. 

Consider that most children are reported to enjoy 

around 5000 nappy changes in their lifetime. These are 

interactions that are happening anyway –  

these are, if you choose to think of it  

like this, tasks that must be done.

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

If you enjoyed this article, here are others that may be of interest:
Stress: the good, the bad and the ugly 
http://www.brainwave.org.nz/stress-the-good-the-bad-and-the-ugly-2/ 

Rethinking the nappy 
http://www.brainwave.org.nz/rethinking-the-nappy/ 

You got this: coronavirus an opportunity for resilience 
https://www.brainwave.org.nz/you-got-this-coronavirus-an-opportunity-for-resilience/
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