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This book is dedicated to the memory of  
Liz Victor, an unforgettable friend and a 

passionate educator; to Kailah, Mila, Josua and 
Jean-Roux for the immeasurable joy and 

insight you bring; in humble appreciation to 
God for every child, a flawless design.

Thank you to all the proud moms and dads 
who generously shared with us photos of some 
of the magical moments with their babies and 
toddlers. May you keep on playing, and may 

we keep on learning from you.

Children demand honesty and simplicity. 
They expect words to line up with deeds. 
Though children can quickly get angry, 
they forgive just as fast, giving others the 
great gift of a second chance. They have a 
strong sense of justice and fair play. They 
look at everything with new eyes, and point 
out to us the incredible beauty of the world 
around us.
JOHANN CHRISTOPH ARNOLD
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Introduction: Learning 
in the early years
When you are finally holding your baby in your arms after nine long months of waiting, 
the way your baby feels – the weight of the body, the size that fills your arms, the softness 
of your baby’s skin, that particular baby smell, the little sounds your baby makes and the 
way he or she looks – the cute little fingers and toes, the downy hair, the scrunched-up 
little face, the fists. WOW! Holding your baby is so much more than the beautiful scans 
you’ve been seeing for months, isn’t it? It never fails to amaze me how a mom and dad 
can know they are expecting a baby, they can see the scans and sense baby kicking, but 
it is only once they touch and hold their baby, that Baby becomes ‘real’.
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But you held the scans, too. Remember when you printed them and stuck 
them to the fridge door, and every time you replayed the clip on your phone 
or tablet? You were also ‘holding’ your baby then, weren’t you? Why then is 
the experience of holding the scans so very different from actually holding 
your baby?

The difference between holding a scan and holding your baby is the 
difference between a sign that symbolises something that is real, and that 
which is actually real. Your baby is real, but the scan is a symbol of your 
real baby. A scan, a video clip or a photo is not real. It is flat. It is two-
dimensional; and something real is three-dimensional – it isn’t flat, it has 
sides, it fills space. When you put your thumb and index finger on it and 
move them apart you cannot enlarge it or reduce it in size. Something that’s 
real can be touched and turned and poked, and smelt, and sometimes even 
tasted. A symbol can’t. There is a distance between you and a scan or photo, 
but you connect, in real terms, with what you touch and smell.

There is distance between 
you and a scan or photo, 
but you connect, in real 
terms, with what you 
touch and smell.     

The same is true for a caregiver. You may 
be able to find out online how to care for 
a baby, or by reading books and through 
attending workshops. You could even use 
a doll to practise how to care for a baby 
… but it’s not at all the same as the first 
time you hold a real baby placed in your 
care, is it? There is a distance between 
you and the words on paper, or the 
images and words on a screen, but you 
connect with what you can touch, smell 
and hold.

The reason for the differences between these experiences is the driving 
force behind Play Learn Grow (birth to 3 years). This book was written with 
the aim of supporting the natural instinct of parents, and passionate 
caregivers, to develop babies and toddlers up to three years of age in the 
way they learn best: 
• firstly, by being loved and held;
• secondly by sensing, exploring and connecting with their own bodies;
• thirdly, by sensing, exploring and connecting with everyone and every-

thing around them; and 
• fourthly, by experimenting and applying what they’ve learned through 

moving and doing. 

Babies and toddlers want to connect with themselves to feel I AM a separate SOMEBODY.
and, they want to connect with everybody and everything around them; to feel I BELONG.
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WHAT BABIES & TODDLERS NEED

Babies and toddlers need to connect with themselves to feel I am a separate 
somebody, and they want to connect with everybody and everything around 
them to get to know them, and it; to feel: I belong.

Babies and toddlers connect best when they play, using as many of their 
senses as possible at the same time, and also using as many of their 
muscles as possible to dive into an experience driven by an intense curiosity 
to learn. Masaru Ibuka, a Japanese author who wrote the book ‘Kindergarten 
is too late’, captured the essence of a baby or toddler when he said, ‘Chil-
dren would rather learn than eat’. For them, learning isn’t a passive process, 
it is a vibrant, living thing you do until learning becomes a part of your 
body; as the saying goes, ‘If it’s not in the muscles, it’s not in the memory’.  

Researchers Peter Honey and Alan Mumfred say learning has only occurred 
if there is evidence that it has. For that to happen, babies and toddlers need 
to know more and show they know, so they grow more – physically, emo-
tionally, socially and cognitively. 

What do babies and  
toddlers need?  

To play, learn and grow.

Head – cognitive

Ears and mouth – social

Body – physical

Heart – emotional



INTRODUCTION: LEARNING IN THE EARLY YEARS 9

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

PLAY LEARN GROW (birth to 3 years) is a simple road map for parents and 
caregivers of babies and toddlers between birth and the age of three, with a 
few milestones to look out for along the way to make sure the little one is 
making progress – growing and developing. 

This book has been written with the well-being and unfolding of the whole 
child in mind − body, heart and brain – as well as focusing on the specific 
developmental needs of a baby and toddler. As children go through so many 
different developmental phases between birth and the age of three, it 
sometimes poses a real challenge to know what to expect, and what is 
healthy to do at what age.

With that challenge in mind, this book has been organised in such a way as 
to first consider the bigger picture of development in the early years 
(Introduction), and then, in chapters 1 − 11, we take a look at each develop-
mental phase. Some pointers and playful tools are offered for each phase to 
support realistic expectations and age-appropriate stimulation in the hope 
that you will feel confident, excited and raring to go, building a strong 
foundation for their life-long learning.   

For babies and toddlers, 
learning is a constant flow of 

sensing and doing.

For a baby learning  
= playing

It might look like playing to you, but 
for your baby this is really hard work, 
as playing is how they learn to make 
sense of their environment and the 
world around them.



The road to learning
You may wonder where a baby, who later becomes a toddler, is heading. It is simple – 
the purpose of parenting and education is to give a baby and toddler as many real life 
experiences as possible, so that they can joyfully connect with themselves in such a way 
that they feel independent and overflow with confidence in their ability to make friends 
and learn with ease. 

chapter 1
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Mouldable: capable of being changed, shaped or trained.

The purpose of parenting and 
education is for both to 

become redundant because 
the child has learnt. 

Research in the field of neuroscience has taught us that during the time 
between conception and about 14 months after birth, the brain effortlessly 
soaks up playful learning experiences which mould it faster and more easily 
than at any other time during a person’s entire life. This means we really 
need to pay attention to:
• who we allow to connect with our babies and toddlers; 
• those experiences to which we expose our babies and toddlers that will 

leave a deep impression and shape who they become; and
• making the most of this mouldable period of time.
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Please do not confuse ‘making the most of this malleable period of time’ 
with ‘pressure to perform’. The key to producing happy, independent 
toddlers, who are brimming with confidence in their own ability to make 
friends and learn easily, is in the availability of:
• caring, knowledgeable adults who love unlocking the potential within 

little people;
• age-appropriate real (multi-sensory) experiences; 
• space, and the opportunity to move freely within that space, while 

exploring their bodies and discovering what their bodies can do; 
• healthy opportunities to discover things and other people in their 

environment and what they can do; and
• mother-tongue language role models who name and explain as they 

progress. 

THE SENSE OF MOVING

As a sense, moving refers to three internal senses that function as a single 
system: 

• body awareness (proprioception) to know where their different body parts 
are;

• balance (vestibular function), the ability to control movement: to reach and 
grasp an object in a controlled manner, to sit up unaided; and 

• anticipating the amount of force (kinesis) needed, for example: to kick or 
throw a ball. 

EARLY CHILDHOOD  
DEVELOPMENT (ECD)

Research has shown us that, during the period that is typically known as 
Early Childhood Development (ECD) − the period between birth and nine 
years of age − learning is best achieved when it is more of the ‘holding your 
baby’ experience and less of a ‘watch the baby on scan’ experience.

Yes, you do have to prepare your baby and toddler to be ready for the future, 
and technology is very much a part of the future, but the internet is more 
powerful and meaningful once a well-developed, warm-blooded, laughing, 
loving, moving, get-your-hands-dirty human being, who has healthy 
connections with other real people and the real earth, marvels at the uses 

Multi-sensory experiences are experiences using your 
senses of touch, movement, smell, tasting, hearing and sight
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of technology. Increasingly, research is pointing towards a link between (1) 
the disconnect between mothers and babies, as well as babies and their own 
bodies, and the knock-on effect that puts a distance between babies, 
toddlers and their environments and (2) the rapid increase in autism all 
over the world. 

HUMAN CONTACT

The internet reduces the distance between places, but it increases the distance 
and detachment between people. But Skype and time spent on Facebook bring 
families and friends all over the world closer together, don’t they? Yes, they do 
− and they don’t. Both are better than no contact at all, but are just not the same 
as sitting close together and sharing a meal. 

The same goes for food. If simply looking at and talking about food were 
enough, why is it that home cooking and baking have, all of a sudden, become 
super popular as destressors and anti-depressants? Touching, smelling and 
tasting connect the body with the heart.

Human beings are real, three-dimensional, not flat, and connecting with what is 
real (not flat or an idea), makes us come alive.

Room, a book by Emma 
Donoghue and now a movie, 

is a superb example of the 
wonder of closeness, and of 

the limitations that the 
distance between people and 
the internet as the ‘real’ world 

places on the young mind. 

One of the reasons literacy levels in some countries, world-wide, are declining, 
is that in such places pictures and movie clips are overtaking multi-sensory 
experiences during the early years – the focus is on the seeing and hearing, 
while touch, movement, smell and taste are under-used.
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LEARNING

When a baby, toddler and young child exhaust their senses through their 
curiosity and the exploration of their environments, they fill their brains 
with millions of bits of information that comes alive when they later write 
and read about it. Then a l-i-o-n is not el-i-o-en; it is that massive, smelly, 
roaring carnivore that they experienced in the game reserve! Yes, the word 
symbol for that animal is spelt l-i-o-n, but now reading and writing are easy, 
because the experience came first, and the word symbol followed. Now the 
word comes alive! 

Many babies, toddlers and children are exposed to symbols long before they 
are ready for them, and so the wonderful world of symbols has been spoilt 
before they have even started writing and reading. They have the rest of 
their lives to read and write or type, but right now is the only time that they 
can play boisterously and still be acting age-appropriately.

Unfortunately, the less a parent or caregiver understands the 
mind and heart of a child younger than six, the more they 

seem to insist on teaching children to read and write. It is as 
though they believe a colouring-in book has more value than 

blank paper, and a file full of worksheets can replace the 
learning value of one day at the zoo.

It borders on child 
abuse to expect a child 

to learn to write and 
read in a language he 
doesn’t understand, or 
speak with confidence.
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The gradual transition from concrete to symbolic learning in ECD  

The diagrams below show the gradual shift from the multi-sensory and 
movement richness of playful learning during the first six years, to the 
increasingly more controlled, skilful and symbolic nature of learning 
between the ages of six and nine. How successful a child is in learning to 
write and read depends largely on the quality of the learning experiences 
during the first six years. 

More concrete  
learning

Less symbolic  
learning

Years

Years

Birth 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Birth 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Less concrete  
learning

More symbolic  
learning
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What makes it difficult for a baby or toddler  
to learn?
OUTSIDE BABY
• A sterile, unstimulating environment;
• a harsh, abusive environment;
• too little ME time every day with mom and dad (or guardians);
• the absence of a sympathetic caregiver if mom needs to go to work;
• changing caregivers too often;
• too many changes at one time, or most of the time;
• the absence of a routine; 
• poor language role models; 
• having a carer who does not speak the mother tongue; and 
• if parents and caregivers mix languages. 

Mother tongue: One’s birth language and the language 
which a person has grown up speaking from early childhood.

INSIDE BABY
• Health problems;
• difficulty feeding;
• difficulty moving – heavy head, poor muscle tone (floppy), physical 

deformities;
• difficulty turning towards sound – recurring untreated ear infections, 

hearing impairment;
• difficulty making sounds or a quiet baby − poor muscle tone in tongue, 

lips and cheeks; and
• difficulty connecting with parents, caregivers and others.  
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INSIDE TODDLER
• Difficulty connecting with parents, caregivers and others; 
• developmental delays;
• difficulty listening and speaking – recurring untreated ear infections, 

hearing impairment, poor muscle tone in tongue, lips and cheeks;
• difficulty in learning when to STOP – a lack of impulse control;
• difficulty following an instruction – auditory processing problems, poorly 

developed memory, not listening the first time;
• difficulty sequencing a task; and
• difficulty in focusing on one thing at a time.

WHAT SHOULD I DO?

Get professional help. If the problem lies in the:

• environment – ask a social worker for help;

• body (health) – ask the clinic sister or paediatrician for aid;

• body (feeding) – ask a feeding consultant, clinic sister or BabyGym Instructor to help;

• body (hearing) – ask an ear-nose-throat (ENT) doctor and an audiologist for help;

• body (seeing) – consult a paediatric optometrist;

• body (physical development) – ask a neuro-developmental physio, occupational therapist with SI (sensory integration), 
cranio-sacral therapist, chiropractor or BabyGym Instructor for advice;

• body (speech) – ask an audiologist and speech therapist for help; and

• emotions –  consult a social worker or educational psychologist.


