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Like trees, children need  
strong foundations

A tiny kauri seed floats on the wind and then settles.  
It has the genetic potential to become a mighty 

sheltering giant of the forest, but it needs warmth,  
moisture, light and space in order to thrive.  

Strong kauri trees put down deep roots that anchor  
them firmly in the soil and prevent them  

blowing over in storms. 

In the same way a human baby has the potential 
to be many things. Loving, responsive care when they  

are very young provides a strong basis for children to grow  
and flourish. Soothing, secure relationships encourage a  
child to be resilient and strong in the face of difficulties. 

The people close to them make up their world.

You can make a real difference

www.brainwave.org.nz



What you do makes a real difference
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How do early experiences

 
Everything a baby thinks, feels and does is controlled by their brain.  
A child’s brain grows more in their first few years than it will for the rest of 
their life. Experiences in these early years have a big influence on the way 
their brain develops and can affect every aspect of their life.

Genes provide a blueprint, but the way in which genes are expressed can 
be influenced by experiences. Early life, right from the very start, can help 
to set up either strong or fragile foundations for later learning, behaviour 
and health. This is why these early years are so important.

How does the brain connect up?

Some of the most important cells in the brain are called 
neurons. For the brain to develop and function, neurons 
need to be used and connect up to each other. Neurons 
are linked together and form complex networks in the 
brain. Neurons can receive information from up to 10,000 
other neurons!

At birth we have almost all our neurons – about 86 billion. However, other 
than those needed for survival, most of the connections between neurons 
will form after birth. By the age of two to three years a child’s brain is dense 
with connections. There are twice as many connections than there will 
be in their adult brain. Very powerful experiences tend to make lasting 
connections, as do experiences that happen again and again. Connections 
that are not used frequently can become fragile and may even be ‘pruned’ 
away. An extreme example is a child who is seldom spoken to. He or she 
may  then have difficulty learning language.

This ability for the brain to grow and adapt (plasticity) helps us develop 
the brain we need to survive in the environment into which we are born. 
Young brains are far more ‘plastic’ than older brains. This plasticity is 
a double-edged sword - it is a period of great opportunity but also of 
vulnerability, depending on the experiences a child has.

development?



What does this mean in practice?

Life is a sensory experience! The only way for information to get into 
the brain is through the senses. Everything a baby sees, hears, touches, 
smells and tastes can stimulate the wiring of their brain.

Repetition of experiences, both healthy and unhealthy, builds foundation 
pathways in the brain that can greatly influence the rest of the child’s life.

A person’s ability to understand language, solve problems, and get along 
with other people, and much, much more, will be influenced by the 
adults caring for them when they are young. The experience of being 
touched with warmth and care helps children feel safe and loved, crucial 
ingredients for healthy brain development.

Talking, reading and singing to a child will trigger the brain to start 
building language pathways. Similarly, supporting a child to move, play 
and explore safely as they develop helps to build their motor development 
skills.

A child who is anxious or scared of the people around them is at greater 
risk of building a brain that finds it hard to learn, hard to control anger and 
hard to get along with others.

What you do makes a real difference
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Why are loving

 
Secure attachment is an emotional 
bond between children and their 
parents. Parents of children with 
secure attachments respond 
appropriately and consistently to 
their children’s needs and the child 
will most of the time feel secure, 
safe and loved. 

When distressed the child will 
seek out this person/s and will feel 
comforted by their response. The kind of relationship between a child and 
each of their caregivers will be very specific and unique.

Almost all babies attach to their parent but the kind of attachment can be 
positive or negative, depending largely on the adult’s ability to care for the 
baby.

Most adults realise that babies need physical support, for instance, they 
need someone to keep them warm and fed. In the same way, babies need 
support with their emotions as many of these are too strong for a baby to 
handle by themselves. For example they need someone who is able to calm 
them and soothe them when they are little as they are not born with the 
ability to do this for themselves.

They actively seek out a relationship that will help them survive. They need 
at least one loving person who understands and responds consistently to 
both their verbal and non verbal signals, thereby allowing them to gradually 
make sense of the world around them. In the case of a caregiver who may 
not feel the same love as a parent, it is vital that they understand the impact 
of developing a nurturing relationship with the child in their care.

Early relationships provide a working model for a child’s future relationships.

The relationship or
attachment between

a baby and parent
is crucial to the

baby’s healthy brain 
development.

important?



What does this mean in practice?

Being ‘there’ for a child, both physically and emotionally, is essential. In 
the ideal world the baby sends out messages and, most of the time, the 
parents respond to these signals lovingly, consistently and predictably in 
a way that meets the baby’s needs. Being ‘in tune’ with and responding to 
a baby’s needs helps them learn about their own emotions as well as the 
feelings of others; the baby smiles, the caregiver smiles; the baby cries, the 
caregiver sympathises, back and forth.

These interactions help the baby to feel safe and secure. They build strong 
foundations for future relationships, such as the ability to feel empathy and 
remorse.

Both the ‘quantity’ and the ‘quality’ of these interactions help shape the brain.

A child learns about their environment by watching those around them.  
They need someone whom they can trust. They need to feel safe and 
loved.

They also need opportunities to explore and learn about their world.

Children look to their parents 
for signs that it’s ok to 
explore, or not. The signs 
may be expressed verbally, 
such as saying, “Good on 
you” or, “You can do it!” or 
non-verbally, by smiling 
and looking interested. 
Conversely we can let our 
own fears get in the way of 
their exploration by signalling 
a look of anxiety or disgust at 
what they are doing. Eating 
food with their fingers or 
holding on to a wriggling 
worm is all part of their 
exploration and learning.
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An exploring child needs

 
 

They need an adult to:

•	 Be there and watch over them. This includes being emotionally 
available as well as physically. As they get older sometimes they just 
want you to be nearby, which is fine but it is a balance, as they also 
need lots of focused attention where you are available to encourage 
and support them. Everyday interactions such as playing, laughing, and 
having fun together greatly contribute to building a healthy relationship.

•	 Encourage them to explore safely for themselves, without taking over. 
This is not easy, but it is important to recognise that the ‘getting there’ 
is an important part of learning. View their mistakes as an opportunity, 
when they are ready, to try again rather than give up.

•	 Enjoy the discoveries and accomplishments of the child; their 
accomplishments are what they are excited and proud of.

•	 Delight in them, 
not for what they 
achieve but just 
for who they are. 
Nothing is more 
empowering to 
a child and their 
developing brain 
than sharing a 
moment with the 
person they love 
the most.
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Children need
someone who can

support their need to 
move away and explore 

the world, and have a 
welcoming safe place
to return to when they 

need support.

When they are tired, hurt, anxious or 
scared a child needs:

•	 To know they are welcome to come 
back to their parent for comfort and 
soothing.

•	 Recognition that these feelings 
are very real to them. Sometimes 
young children will be scared or 
worried even though from an adult 
perspective there is nothing to be 
concerned about.

•	 Support when they face feelings 
that are too intense to manage by 
themselves. This support is most 
effective when parents accept the 
child’s feelings and don’t try to get 
them to feel something different.

If the parent waits until the child indicates 
that they are soothed and calm then 
exploration is likely to take place again.

What you do makes a real difference
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How might stress impact on

 
 
Every new experience creates some sort of stress response in humans. 
This is because a new or unfamiliar experience could, in fact, be a threat 
to survival. The ability to identify and respond to potential threats could 
be the difference between life and death.

Every new experience creates some sort of stress response

At some levels, stress can be positive. It helps us respond to immediate 
threats, as well as motivating us to learn and to remember. But it can also 
damage us, if the stress is too much and/or lasts too long.

Children are constantly exposed to new experiences. These unfamiliar 
experiences are often unpredictable and babies and young children have 
little, if any, control over the situation. Also, they do not have the language 
to tell parents how they feel although they can cry or look distressed.

The way parents respond to everyday needs – such as comfort, thirst, 
tiredness, fear, cold - will influence the way a baby learns to handle their 
own emotions and behaviour. 

With sensitive support a child is more likely to learn healthy coping 
strategies to deal with future stressful situations

If a child is exposed to severe, frequent, or ongoing stress it can lead 
to an over sensitive stress response. They may end up over reacting to 
perceived threats, reacting without thinking. 

Often their very survival has depended on this automatic, protective 
response.  However this on-going ‘reactive’ behaviour to real or perceived 
threats may impact their learning as well as their physical, emotional, and 
social growth.

development?
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Just as damaging is the frequent or prolonged anticipation of frightening 
events. This kind of stress usually occurs where there is limited or no 
adult support. This can be for many reasons e.g. abuse, family violence, 
neglect, or parental addiction to drugs or alcohol. In addition parents 
may have mental health issues, or problems with controlling anger and 
managing their own emotions.

The brain’s response to stress

An individual’s brain responds to stimuli and 
memories.

Unlike an explicit memory, which we can 
recall and talk about, early memories can be 
implicit. Though we can’t consciously recall 
the experience, we may still be affected by the 
feelings associated with it. Usually we do not 
know what triggered the memory and it often 
presents as an overwhelming feeling.

This is because explicit memory does not 
begin until about the second year of life.

The limbic system is a group 
of structures that includes 
the amygdala and the 
hippocampus. These areas 
are important for emotional 
responses to a given situation. 
The hippocampus is also 
important for memory.

The brainstem is important  
for maintaining basic life  
functions such as breathing, 
heart rate and blood pressure.

Prefrontal Cortex

Limbic System

Brainstem

This is the most recently 
evolved part of the brain and 
is the last to develop in young 
adulthood. This part of the 
brain gives human beings 
much of their intelligence as 
well as their problem solving 
ability.

It acts as an “executive” for 
the decision-making process, 
weaving together past events 
with present experiences in 
order to make choices. In 
charge of abstract thinking 
and thought analysis it is also 
responsible for regulating 
behaviour.

This includes mediating 
between conflicting thoughts, 
making choices between 
right and wrong, as well 
as predicting the probable 
outcomes of actions or 
events.

BrainstemLimbic System

Prefrontal Cortex
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Two important stress response systems

•	 The nervous system, which releases adrenaline and sets off an 
immediate ‘fight, flight, freeze’ response.

•	 The hormonal system, the back-up system which can prolong our 
body’s response when needed. The two key hormones involved are 
adrenaline and cortisol; both are released from the adrenal gland.

Cortisol is a normal everyday hormone. It coordinates our digestion, 
sleeping, blood pressure and heart rate as well as allowing our body to 
react if we feel stressed or unsafe. However during periods of severe, 
frequent or prolonged stress cortisol levels remain high. Early brain 
development is very susceptible to high levels of cortisol.

Chronically or highly stressed babies and children are at increased risk of 
long term difficulties, such as learning problems, anxiety, depression and 
substance abuse.

Stress during pregnancy

Some stress in pregnancy is normal, and does not adversely affect child 
development.

However, if a pregnant mother is in an 
environment where she experiences 
severe or persistent stress it can impact 
her child’s brain development.

Potential problems for the unborn 
baby may include: reduced nutrition, 
reduced oxygen, and excessive cortisol 
production leading to over-activity of 
the foetal stress system.

Behaviour, ability to learn, and 
emotional development may be 
affected. These effects can be life-long 
and may be very difficult to change.  
However, not all children who have 
experienced prenatal stress will be 
affected in the same way.



What does this mean in practice?

All babies and children experience some 
stress. With support, this is part of healthy 
growth and development. It is prolonged 
and/or excessive stress that should cause 
concern.

Stress can be triggered by perceived as 
well as actual threats. What causes stress 
is individual, that is, what is ok for one child 
may be stressful to another. Adults need 
to understand individual children’s needs, 
even children within the same family, and be responsive to them.

Knowing what to expect of a baby or child at what age is key. Parents and 
caregivers need to be realistic in their expectations of the way in which 
children at different ages and stages of development are able to cope  
with stressful events. 

In the same way a child will have many, 
many attempts, and fall over a number 
of times before they learn to walk, they 
will also need repeated opportunities 
and a lot of support before they begin 
to handle their feelings. Just as we 
wouldn’t expect a child to ‘get’ walking 
on their first attempt, adults should 
recognise that a similar process of trial 
and error over a long period of time, 
with lots of support, is also needed in 
many other areas of development. 
 

For instance, ignoring or telling a young baby off for crying or trying 
to ‘toughen them up’ or ‘train them’ when they are too young is not an 
appropriate response. They do not have the brain maturity to cope with 
these reactions. They need adults to try and understand what they are 
feeling, and reassure them that it is OK to feel this way.

When stressed, a child needs comforting. This may just be a smile, a  
gentle touch, a soothing voice or a full on cuddle. Effective soothing  
really matters as it reduces the level of stress chemicals surging through 
their body.

What anxious or
stressed children 

need to know is that 
key adults are ‘there’ 

for them, both  
physically and  
emotionally.

What you do makes a real difference
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What can help or hinder

Protective factors are things that make 
positive outcomes, such as physical and 
mental wellbeing, more likely. A strong, 
loving relationship between a parent and 
child is a very powerful protective factor.

Positive relationships with other adults, 
such as grandparents, aunties, child 
minders, teachers and sports coaches can 
be protective too. Other protective factors 
include breast feeding, plenty of play, lots 
of positive interaction, and if needed, early 
intervention for developmental, sensory or 
behavioural problems.

Risk factors are things that make children less likely to do well. The more 
risk factors a child has the more likely they are to experience one or more 
of the following; behaviour difficulties, physical sickness, mental illness 
and difficulty learning. They are more likely to break the law and to abuse 
drugs and alcohol.

With appropriate,  
consistent care a  

child is more likely to  
learn to handle their  

emotions and respond  
to challenges 

positively.
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No one risk or protective factor 
will determine a child’s life 
chances

Some risk factors we know of, 
include:

•	 Parental depression, 
including post natal 
depression

•	 Poverty

•	 Family conflict; obvious 
conflict that can be seen 
and heard as well as more 
hidden forms such as 
ongoing resentment

•	 Family violence

•	 Parental substance abuse

•	 Abuse

•	 Physical and/ or emotional 
neglect

Risks mount up and make each 
other worse, so the more risks a 
child faces the harder it will be 
for them to reach their potential. 
Risk factors do not ‘cause’ 
the outcome but increase the 
chances of things going badly.

The more protective factors there 
are, and the fewer risk factors, the 
more likely a child is to become a 
productive, socially well adjusted 
and emotionally stable adult.

Every person’s experience is 
unique. Every child, even those 
from the same family, is born 
with a different combination of 
genes and will have different 
experiences. Genes themselves 
can have risk or protective 
qualities. This combination 
influences how we end up in life.

Risk factors in pregnancy

Alcohol, smoking, drugs and 
excess stress are all known to 
increase risk in pregnancy.

Babies exposed to drugs, nicotine 
or alcohol are literally swimming 
in these substances and cannot 
get rid of them as effectively  
as adults.

All these things put the child 
at increased risk of physical, 
behavioural, learning and  
mental health problems  
for the rest of their  
lives.
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How can adults provide a healthy 

Show respect and love

Every culture has their own way of expressing how precious children are.

For example, Maori talk about the need for aroha, (love) in the form of 
complete commitment to the child, and turangawaewae:

In Samoa, children are seen as the future 
of their family, of their community and of 
their nation.

In this way, they are seen as a divine 
blessing. Families, as a result, are generally 
very protective in regard to their children.

All children, regardless of culture, need to feel that they are safe, secure 
and loved and that they can trust those adults caring for them. While 
most parents have feelings of love towards their child, it is the way in 
which this love is shown to their child on a daily basis that really counts.

Understand how past experiences can influence parenting

An adult’s ability to respond to an infant will be influenced by the way they 
were themselves parented.  For those whose own needs were well met, 
meeting the needs of their children is likely to come more ‘naturally’. 

If parents are aware that their own family were unable to provide good 
care for them, it is perfectly possible to make changes for their children.  
Many people achieve this. If past experiences are making parenting or 
care-giving difficult, it can be useful to seek appropriate professional help.

What matters most for parents is not what happened to them as children, 
but the sense they have made of their own early experiences.

 
 

Trust in the safety 
of their home 

and the people 
in it, a sense  
of belonging.

for children?



Surround children with language

It is within the context of relationships that children learn language. 
Interaction with children as opposed to simply ‘talking to’ children, is 
critical. Listening to them is equally important. Just being exposed to the 
spoken word i.e. watching TV or listening to an audio tape does not help 
children learn language. Learning any language, including second or 
third languages needs to be socially significant. Language grows out of 
our need and want to communicate with others.

Regardless of our gender or culture most parents use ‘baby-talk’ or 
‘parentese’, speaking with long-drawn out vowels and in a high pitch, 
when communicating with their babies. Research has shown infants 
are more attentive and responsive to this style of speech and it also 
exaggerates the differences between individual speech sounds, which 
can help them learn the sounds of their own native language. Singing is 
also a powerful tool. Regardless of your ability to sing well they will still 
love and respond to your voice!

Because the baby brain is so adaptable it is key for adults to talk, read 
and sing to a baby, from the moment they are born. Reading with a child 
from an early age enhances their later ability to learn to read. Story telling 
or reading together is often a ritual enjoyed by children and their parents.

Research shows us that the quality and quantity of children’s language 
directly influences how well they will speak and understand language 
later. Children who have been immersed in rich language have a distinct 
advantage when they  
start school.

What you do makes a real difference
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Understand the importance of play

Play isn’t something children do when 
there is nothing better to do. Child led 
play is crucial for brain development 
in terms of emotional development 
(practising relationships) and intellectual 
development (exploration and 
experimentation).

It is through play that children develop 
the skills needed to negotiate the world 
in many ways, and in the preschool years 
this is more important than anything that 
they can learn in the classroom.

Child led play is when the child, as long as they are safe, gets to follow 
their own interests. The contrast is when the adult sets what they think is 
important.

Many parents feel pressure to join classes but formal programmes or 
scheduled activities are not what a child needs in their first few years, 
despite what advertisers tell us. If children are expected to do things that 
they are not ready for, it is unlikely to be beneficial.

In fact, it could compromise normal biological brain development for that 
age and stage.

Children do not need expensive 
toys. Rather they need everyday 
opportunities to be imaginative and 
creative and to solve problems. 
Some examples are making music 
with pots and pans, or making huts 
under the furniture. 

As they get older they will also learn 
about healthy relationships through 
sharing, taking turns, and solving 
conflict.

Playful interactions
with loving, patient

parents or caregivers
are more beneficial

than lots of toys
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Understand the implications of screen time and electronic media

Long periods of time in front of a screen are literally robbing young 
children of time to gain the variety of experiences that build a healthy 
brain.

Watching television when young can be associated with difficulty paying 
attention and poorer vocabulary development. It can also reduce play 
and interaction time between parent and child, and child and siblings.

Watching violent programmes can increase anti-social behaviour. Even 
TV on in the background has been shown to have a negative effect on 
parent-child interactions.
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”Don’t worry
about the bad stuff, 

he is too  young
to remember ...”

The part of our brain which is 
responsible for remembering 
conscious memories (the 
hippocampus) doesn’t mature 
until about the second year of 
our life. 

However that doesn’t mean 
earlier memories have no impact 
on us. We may not consciously 
recall them, but these early 
memories, processed by the 
area of the brain that responds 
to perceived threat or danger 
(the amygdala), can be triggered 
by all sorts of things in our 
environment. These triggers 
could be a particular smell, sight, 
sound, or sudden movement. 

We might only be conscious of 
having an emotional response 
such as feeling ‘on edge’. Our 
response is not only mystifying 
to ourselves but also to others 
as there does not seem to be 
any obvious threat. These early 
memories may be difficult to deal 
with as we are not conscious 
of what they are; therefore 
potentially they have a greater 
impact on the child.



”As long as I
don’t hit her she

will be fine”

Children who are not hit but 
who see or hear yelling, fighting, 
pushing, hitting or the smashing 
of objects around them will 
feel frightened and stressed. 
This type of stress releases 
chemicals which are toxic to the 
brain, no matter how young a 
baby is. 

Some children do not appear stressed despite the chaos around them. 
That is because another way the body responds to stress can be to feel 
and act ‘numb’ or ‘tuned out’. This way of coping can cause as much 
harm to brain development as when a child looks and acts frightened.

A child who is responded to and supported by loving, kind and patient 
adults is likely to develop trust in those around them. A child who trusts 
adults to make his environment safe and fun is more likely to feel 
confident in exploring, learning and taking on life’s challenges. These are 
the experiences that will increase their ‘toughness’ or resilience which 
makes it more likely that they will steer through serious life challenges 
and find ways to bounce back and to thrive.

”Bring him up
rough, make him

tough.....”

What you do makes a real difference



Who is Brainwave? 
Brainwave Trust Aotearoa is a charitable trust.  We share scientific 
research in an easy to understand way with parents, professionals, and 
anyone who has influence on the lives of children.

Our vision is that one day every child in New Zealand will get the best 
start in life because the whole community understands the impact that  
early experiences have on the developing brain, and thus on the success 
of our society.

We aim to educate, motivate and provide New Zealanders with the 
confidence to nurture and value every child to reach their full potential.

Want to find out more?
The Early Years Last Forever - Whakamana te Tamaiti is the premier 
educational seminar on brain development in the early years for those 
working with, and caring for, children.  
 
Brainwave Trust has knowledgeable skilled educators available to 
provide seminars and workshops throughout New Zealand for parents 
and professionals who care for young children. These can be tailored to 
different audience needs.

To enquire or book a seminar or workshop
Email  info@brainwave.org.nz
Phone  09 528 3981
Address PO Box 55206, Eastridge, 
 Auckland 1146

How to stay in touch
Website  www.brainwave.org.nz
Facebook  www.facebook.com/brainwavetrust
Twitter  @BrainwaveTrust
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