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Well-being of tamariki is important to us all. One of the 
things that supports this is time in nature. Māori have 
always recognised the importance of hononga ki te taiao 
(connection to the environment). It is vital to health and 
well-being.1 A growing body of research also shows the 
benefits to tamariki of time spent in nature; benefits for 
many areas of their lives.2 

Nature is full of rich sensory experiences that are so vital 
for healthy brain development.3 The feel of the wind, the 
texture of grass, the sounds of a stream or the scent of fresh 
manure, provide rich stimulation of the senses that can only 
be found out of doors.

We are fortunate in Aotearoa to have beautiful beaches, 
maunga, bush and other natural areas to enjoy. Nature 
experiences will differ for different tamariki. They might 
include helping grow veges at home or in a community 
garden, exploring rock pools at the beach, caring for 
animals, family bush walks, and more. What these all share 
is a lot of “natural features such as water, grass or trees”.4 
 
Hauora tinana/ Physical health
When tamariki are climbing trees, jumping in the waves, 
or rolling down a grassy hill, not only are they having fun 
(important in itself!), they are also looking after their physical 
health.

When outside, tamariki tend to move more and play for 
longer than when they are inside. Researchers have also 
seen that children move more in green spaces than in 
paved areas.5 This helps in many ways such as improving 
cholesterol levels, blood pressure, and fitness.6 More time 
outside protects against vision problems too.7 Other benefits 
include increased physical activity and better sleep.8 

The mental health of 
tamariki and rangatahi 
benefits from spending 

time in nature. 

whakamana i te tamaiti
early years last forever

1.	 McLachlan et al., 2021
2.	 Chawla, 2020
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4.	 Weeland et al., 2019, p. 1
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7.	 Lingham et al., 2020
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Hauora hinengaro/ Mental health
The mental health of tamariki and rangatahi benefits from 
spending time in nature.  Examples include fewer symptoms 
of ADHD, lower rates of depression, less anger and fewer 
difficulties with behaviour.10 Simply put, enjoying nature 
makes tamariki feel happier.

Time spent with trees and grass and water supports 
children’s ability to regulate their emotions and behaviour.11  
The more frequently tamariki experience nature, the 
better.12 

The past two years have been particularly challenging 
as we deal with the Covid pandemic. Tamariki lost their 
planned activities and their routines, and spent far less time 
socializing. Many wonder about the impact of this on the 
mental health of our tamariki.

Tamariki who had an increased connection with nature 
during lockdown were less likely to have emotional or 
behavioural difficulties.13 Of course, tamariki enjoy it too: for 
example, hearing and seeing more birds during their time in 
lockdown.14 

Growing future kaitiaki
As awareness of the need to care for te taiao (the 
environment) becomes more widespread, raising tamariki 
with an appreciation of the earth increases the chance 
they will look after it, now and in the future. When tamariki 
have had plenty of opportunities to enjoy time in nature 
and form an emotional connection to nature, they are 
more likely to take care of the environment.21 Time to play 
in nature as tamariki is an important way to grow the kaitiaki 
of the future.

Conclusions
The early years of a child’s life lay the foundation for their 
later development. Supporting their well-being through lots 
of time with nature when they are young helps set them up 
well for their future.

Just know that the time you spend encouraging (or 
patiently waiting) while your tamariki are climbing rocks, 
collecting shells, or making a tree hut, is providing them with 
priceless opportunities that support their development. The 
extra washing afterwards, is well worth it!

Mā te huruhuru, ka rere te manu.
Feathers enable the bird to take flight.

Learning
Tamariki show greater curiosity in natural areas than they 
do in manufactured play structures, such as playgrounds.15  
Nature is constantly changing, providing ongoing 
discoveries for tamariki.16 The open-endedness of the 
natural world is part of its magic. This requires tamariki to use 
their creativity, imagination, and problem solving. Tamariki 
with lots of these experiences tend to do better at school.17 

Natural settings provide a wide variety of objects, 
encouraging tamariki to use their imagination in choosing 
how they will use them.18 Sticks, rocks, pinecones and shells 
provide endless possibilities.

9.	 Tillmann et al., 2018
10.	 Chawla et al., 2014
11.	 Chawla, 2020; Weeland et al., 2019
12.	 Razani et al., 2019	
13.	 Friedman et al., 2022
14.	 Smith et al., 2022
15.	 Tremblay et al., 2015
16.	 Dowdell et al., 2011
17.	 Weeland et al., 2019
18.	 Chawla et al., 2014
19.	 Razani et al., 2018
20.	 Chawla et al., 2014; O’Malley, 2020
21.	 Chawla, 2020; Friedman et al., 2022; Kuo et al., 2019
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The whole whānau benefits
It isn’t only tamariki who gain from spending time outside 
and in nature. There are advantages for people of all ages. 
Being in the natural environment can lower stress levels 
and improve well-being.19 It is also linked to lower blood 
pressure, a stronger immune system and recovery from 
stress, as well as less anxiety and depression.20 

When we join tamariki in their nature play and exploration, 
everyone gains.

Time to play in nature as 
tamariki is an important 
way to grow the kaitiaki 

of the future.



Glossary of te reo Māori words 
Kaitiaki		  guardian, caregiver, steward
Maunga	 mountain 
Rangatahi	 youth, younger generation
Tamariki		 children
Tamaiti		  child
Te taiao		 the environment
Whānau	 extended family

If you enjoyed this article, you may also be interested in 
Everyday opportunities: Lots of learning 
https://www.brainwave.org.nz/everyday-opportunities-lots-of-learning/ 

Supporting tamariki with their feelings 
https://brainwave.org.nz/article/supporting-tamariki-with-their-feelings/ 

Learning is child’s play 
https://brainwave.org.nz/article/learning-is-childs-play/ 
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lots of learning.

Written by Keryn O’Neill MA, PGCertEdPsych, Knowledge Manager

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?

www.brainwave.org.nz

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

supporting tamariki with their feelings
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We all wish for a positive future for our tamariki, and we 

all gain when this wish is realised. One of the skills tamariki 

need in order to develop in healthy ways and to have a 

bright future, is to learn to handle their feelings.
Pēpi are not born with these skills, but being with adults 

who understand, and having lots of practice, will help to 

develop them. Adults are key in helping healthy learning 

here.

Why it mattersWe are highly interconnected – different parts of our body 

influence, and are influenced by, each other (e.g. our brain 

and our gut); likewise, we affect, and are affected by, 

those around us, and our environment.When we are thinking about how tamariki grow and 

develop, everything is woven together. Their physical, 

cognitive (thinking) and social (how they get on with 

others) development influence each other.An important skill for pēpi and tamariki to learn is to 

recognize, and to know how to handle, all the emotions 

that are part of being human.

An important skill for pēpi and tamariki to learn is to recognize, and to know how to handle, all the emotions that are part of being human. 

whakamana i te tamaiti

early years last forever

Poipoia te kākano kia puawai 
Nurture the seed and it will blossom.
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