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Introduction
In The Beginning There Was…
…A beautiful bouncing baby who brought you great joy and
sleepless nights. And just like all your friends said, nothing has ever
been the same since! Now as your little one grows, as a loving parent
you are wading through the plethora of advice and information,
sifting through the good, the bad, the beautiful and the funny to give
your little one the very best start in life – and some of the time, that
seems to come with a very big price tag! Have you seen the price of
those educational toys?!? Are you sure you really need them?
After all, everybody starts life with the same basic abilities – as
new born babies, we can all suckle, swallow, recognise our parents’
voices, move, see, feel, smell, taste… And then, everything changes.
So what is it that makes the difference in how these abilities develop
as we grow? What is the difference between people for whom life is
a joy and for those who experience life as a struggle? And how do
you intervene – what can you do to make sure that your child is one
of the happy ones?
There are many factors that interact, but we believe that there are
fundamental elements, intrinsic to human development, that when
consistently included in your child’s play – will fundamentally shift
their abilities and their perceptions of themselves for the better.
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We passionately believe that the
tools and experiences that you
provide for your child’s early
explorations and learning in play
will have a powerful impact on
the development of their abilities
in the long term – we’ve seen
the difference it makes in the
lives of thousands of children in
Look at toys from your child’s point
the course of our lengthy careers
of view
working with children, families
and educators. We’ve written this
guide for you, to assist you to invest as wisely as you can in your
pursuit of the very best for your child.
By 10 years of age, a child’s self -concept is pretty well established.
This self-perception is in large part formed on the basis of how easy
or difficult, fun or frightening, something is for them to do or to
achieve - and how their expert partners – the ones closes to them
interact with, and respond to this state of affairs. It is something
of a “chicken and egg” process, as that perception influences what
they will do and then of course, that which they don’t practise is
something that they won’t be good at. This affects the choices your
child makes every single day of their lives. These daily choices, small
and large, then determine who they become.
Sensory, motor and cognitive preferences begin to emerge before we
are born, and continue to evolve throughout life, with most
preferences being consolidated by the end of childhood. Experiencing
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powerful, positive associations with each of 15 Fundamental Skills
of development will set your child up for success in a wide range of
skill areas.
The neural connections that form in the
brain and nervous system enable your child
to approach developmental challenges
responsively, confidently, and capably.
Consequently, they have the resources that
they need in order to deal with life in a
positive way and this increases the likelihood
of their success in any endeavour about which they are passionate.
Take a moment now to reflect and remember your fondest
play experiences as a child. What were you doing? What did
you play with? And what feelings do you associate with those toys
and games?
I’m betting that you aren’t remembering a lot of toys – but just a
few key ones – maybe only one or two at key periods in your life.
As you continue to think about that time you might recall the
variety of ways you played and how you combined activities, ideas
and emotions. All this was happening at a time when you found
yourself in a peak state - when everything seemed to flow, you could
see what to do and you knew just what to do next. That’s because
that’s what we remember best – those things are wired with intense
emotion, either positive or negative.
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The natural power of play is magnified by harnessing the
Fundamental Skills of development in combination with a strong
positive emotional state and with the toys/objects that our children
enjoy, and choose to play with again and again. By doing this,
you increase the frequency of those exquisite moments of peak
performance and set the scene for your child to develop a more
creative mind set that allows for greater flexibility in problem
solving, and resilience. Research tells us that these skills are the true
keys to happiness and success in life.
In this book we look at toy and game selection that incorporates
The Sensors, The Movement, and The Thinking Foundation Skills
that research and many years of clinical experience suggest are as
essential to our daily diet of activity, as vitamins and minerals are
for our nutrition.
There are many in the world of play and child development who
frown on commercial toys, considering them to limit children’s
imaginations. It is true that children don’t need toys – not
commercial ones anyway – playthings can be just about anything
– the greatest pieces of play equipment a child possesses are their
minds and their bodies.
However, for many children, commercial toys are what capture
their interest, and it is from their interests that we want to build.
We want to join with them in their world and expand it from
within. In that way toys can be the key to expanding their world
and developing their skills.
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There is a lot of pleasure and developmental benefit to be derived
from well chosen toys, and the support to play with them creatively.
Children don’t automatically know how to play, and some children
need more guidance than others to explore the properties of objects
and learn how to use them in play.
This unique, independent Quick Start Guide helps you make
purchases based on their strengths and preferences and stage of
development. We don’t rely just on recommended ages, as your
child’s stage of play, preferences and strengths are more likely to
determine their engagement with a toy or game.
Our intention is that this book becomes a reference tool that you
return to again and again, as you reflect on the best options to meet
the play and development needs of your bright child!
Happy playing!

Chapter 1
The Rise of
Children’s
Educational
Toys
“We may not be able to prepare the
future for our children, but we can
at least prepare our children for the
future.” Franklin D. Roosevelt
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CHAPTER 1:
The Rise Of Educational Toys

Toys that were once sold only in specialist toy and game shops are
now a staple in every child-oriented store around the world, even
major general shopping chains.

Modern life is pretty full on isn’t it? It seems that life only seems to
pick up speed and time is at a premium!
So many parents are running all day everyday, and it is hard to find
the time that we would like to spend with our children.
Everyone is rushing through
life, including our children.
Governments in the Anglosphere
seem determined to rush our
children to adulthood and are
reducing playtime at school, with
increased expectations for academic
performance earlier and earlier.
Soon they will want babies to be
born reciting the alphabet!
Makers of toys worldwide
recognize this continuing trend and
Early Academic Achievement
are constantly manufacturing new
– is It madness?
and improved lines of children’s
educational toys and games. They
seem to be aiming to have an academic curriculum incorporated
into toys from birth.
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As of October 2011, the world toy market was worth $85 billion.
The Australian parent spends on average, almost $500 per year
on toys for each child – the greatest amount of any country in the
top ten regions around the world. That’s quite an investment! It is
interesting though, that with the acceleration in toy expenditure,
the retail sales of traditional toys have reduced, while sales of
educational toys have expanded.
The push for earlier reading writing and arithmetic flies in the face
of experience and research. The leading countries in the world for
literacy and numeracy at age 18 years recognize the value of play in
the early years, do not start formal schooling until age 7, and heavily
focus on play in their curriculum.
While the temptation (and pressure) for us to join the rush to
adulthood is huge, the reality is that our kids need us to halt the
madness and create space for them to learn the way that is natural
n childhood with tools that suit the job at hand.
In our opinion, the best educational toys are not those that push
infants and toddlers to embark on an academic curriculum, but
those that build children’s natural problem solving capacities in
the natural world and also allow then to playfully experiment with
emerging technologies.
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Yes, we support the use of technological playthings in a thoughtful
way, as part of an overall play diet that includes three dimensional
play in the natural world.

Play is so significant to the very young infant that inadequate play
experiences and interactions throughout the first 3 years of life can
lead to failure to thrive and cognitive delays.

As adaptive beings in the 21st century, our children need us, as their
expert partners, to guide their use and exploration of technology in
a way that s respectful of their brain development as well as their
technical skills.

The word “play” infers an attitude of joyous abandon -an openness
to possibility. Such an attitude reflects that state of “playfulness”
which co-exists with being in the moment, each action effortlessly
flowing to the next – a state of “peak performance”. This state
should be the holy grail for any parent or teacher wishing for a child
to excel.

Your Child Needs You to Take Play Seriously
Since we are looking at toys, we need very much to understand the
nature of play, and more specifically what your child’s play is saying
about their internal world and their development.
Everyone has their own perception and experience of play. In the
adult world, play is often considered frivolous, unnecessary and a
waste of time. At best a time biller until children get old enough to
do “real” things.
Nothing could be further from the truth!
For children, play is their “work” – the medium through which they
learn about themselves and their environment. Through daily play,
your child learns to manipulate and master body, mind, emotions
and relationships. As children interact with the world around them
in play, vital neural connections are formed in the brain.
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Rehearsal of life actions in this “just right” state just for 10-15
minutes a day can provide templates for engagement with new, and
once challenging tasks. This facilitates development to higher levels
of functioning throughout the lifespan, and increases the likelihood
that children will better fulfil their potential.
The quality and quantity of any type of child’s play is determined by
their developmental level, which is in turn, dependent on processing
a variety of experiences to enhance and expand their range of skills
(which ultimately are reflected in their social, academic and work
later in life). As children develop, they move through increasingly
complex stages of development with mirroring stages of play (see
table). We never completely leave behind any of these stages, rather
we build upon them and return to them as needed throughout our
lives.
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Table 1: Stages of Play Development
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Stages of Play

When

What

Starts with the

Starts with imitating

emergence of language

everyday sequences, with

Development
Stages of Play

When

What

Development
Sensorimotor

Imaginative

Commences in

“In their body” experiences

and grows into

realistic props; gradually

infancy and continues

– suck, taste, lick, mouth,

sociodramatic and

becomes more and more

throughout life.

sniff, squeeze, move.

fantasy play.

abstract e.g. pretending a

Do the activity for the
sensation it provides.
Exploratory Play

Social

leaf is a train ticket.
Constructive

Starts at around

Creating drawings

Begins in infancy and

Combines with the above

12-15 months. Has

and objects, at first

used whenever faced

activities and now involves

identifiable outcomes

spontaneously and

with new experiences

objects and how they

(make something

gradually with intent to

throughout life.

interact in space with their

tangible). Develops

represent or symbolize

bodies and other objects

upon thoughts and

something imagined.

e.g. reaching, holding

ideas. Eventually

and manipulating things;

evolves into such

cause-effect toys; working

activities as arts and

out how things work.

crafts.

Starts at the same

Interacting with others,

time as sensorimotor

building gradually longer

and exploratory play,

chains of interaction,

continues throughout

with greater complexity

life.

e.g. from Peek-A-Boo
to conversations; to rulebased play

Families that play together, grow and learn together.
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Our future success at negotiating life’s challenges is dependent on
the effectiveness of those neural connections that formed when we
were very young. A healthy diet of play experiences, with the right
materials, supported by the significant adults around us, is the most
important facilitator of neural growth and development throughout
childhood.
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•

 hole body movement awareness: swings, things to climb
W
on; ride on toys; tricycles, gliders, bikes, skateboards;
skipping rope; elastics; soft surfaces to roll on/down; slides

•

J oint Movement Awareness: pull and push toys, squeezy
toys, ride-on toys, wind up toys

•

 ral: safe, chewable teething rings with a variety of surfaces,
O
use them cold and room temperature; whistles; blowing
games

•

 anger-Danger: Jolly Jumpers, Activity Centres, walkers.
D
Avoid these!

The Must Have Toys for Each
Developmental Stage
For each developmental stage, there are broad categories of toys
that provide opportunities to develop
Sensorimotor Play:
•

•

•
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 ouch: play dough, glue, paints, sand, rice, (as appropriate
T
to your culture), edible finger paint, Duplo, Lego, blocks of
different textures and weights, small wind up toys
 isual: for infants under 4 months black and white static/
V
slow moving mobiles only – from 4 months add colour; play
gym; picture books, puzzles working up from single piece
with a handle, fascinators slow moving, plastic mirrors,
brightly coloured objects that meet ASA guidelines
 uditory: cause and effect musical toys and noisemakers;
A
music CDs (that you sing along to or dance to); books that
you look at and read together

Exploratory Play:
•

Rattles:

		 	Soft
		

Hard

		

Thin

		

Moving parts

		

Musical/noisy

		

Variable surfaces – bumpy, smooth etc.

•

Stacking cups: combine with bathtub, rice, sand etc

•

Shape sorters
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•

Big key toys

Imaginative Play:

•

Hammer toys

•

 all drop games (drop the ball in the top and it emerges at
B
the bottom)

•

Balls

•

Trucks/cars/planes

•

Bubbles

•

Interactive books

•

Play gyms

•

Threading toys

Social Play:
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•

dolls and action figures

•

 oard games and card games, starting with snakes and
b
ladders, Candyland, Trouble, Snap and working up to
increasingly complex games of strategy

•

I mitative play toys, realistic props – you can give them the
real thing where it is safe and practical, or you can provide
child-sized replicas for the imitative play stage – kitchens,
gardening, shops, household tools, handyman tools, medical
sets

•

Fantasy play: costumes

Construction Play:
•

blocks

•

pop-beads

•

playdough

•

duplo, Lego, Meccano

•

model cars, trains etc

•

craft activities
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Must Have Shopping List
(Use this space to note your ideas for toys for your child’s
current play stages)
_________________________________________________
_________________________________________________
_________________________________________________
_________________________________________________
_________________________________________________
_________________________________________________
_________________________________________________
_________________________________________________
_________________________________________________
_________________________________________________
_________________________________
_________________________________
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Tech Power as Play
No 21st century home is considered complete without technological
toys. They have become a way of life. Our role as Expert Partners in
our children’s lives is to introduce them to the world of technology
with our eyes wide open. We need to approach technology in a
playful and thoughtful way that respects the needs and interests of
our children.
There is heated debate amongst neuroscientists, educators and
medical professionals about what is acceptable in terms of “screen
time” for children. There are some who advocate that children
should have not screen time before the age of 10 years, however,
there are many children who engage more readily and develop more
easily with the inclusion of appropriate play technology.
From our point of view, the best tools are the iPad, the Wii
system and the X-Box Connect. With these technological toys
you can cover all of the Fundamentals except touch. There are so
many games available and the selection is changing daily so it is
impossible for us to list individual games and score them for you.
The key, as parents, is to understand in detail exactly what the
games that your children play have to offer their development in
light of the Fundamentals that we share with you in this book. As
always, moderation in all things is highly recommended.

_________________________________
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The Pain-Pleasure Principle
Human beings are shaped by the things we love and the things
we fear, and the guidance and support we receive around those
experiences.
We seek to repeat experiences that give us pleasure, avoid those
things that bring us pain, and develop strategies to deal with those
preferences.
Your children’s choice of activities and the toys they will enjoy are
formed by their perceptions of themselves, and of how pleasant or
difficult, comfortable or painful something is for them to do. These
attitudes, feelings and beliefs are in large part formed by how their
internal world is processing experience for them.
So before you head out for an afternoon of toy shopping, it’s not only
helpful, but important to really look at those toy shelves from your
child’s inner perspective. To do this, you’ll need a little background
on the fundamentals of the sensory, motor and cognitive skills and
abilities, that affect your child’s development so profoundly, before
we launch ourselves into the Toy Guide and develop your child’s
Play Profile.
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