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… and a bit of learning, 
too! HARRIET EDMUND 
discovers how music and 
play are wonderful ways 
for your littlie to develop 
new skills and discover 
the world around her

T here are toys scattered across the 
floor, play make-up smeared across 
your tot’s face and you just can’t get 

that nursery rhyme out of your head – but 
don’t worry, it’s all worth it! Music and play 
are the best ways for your toddler to learn 
and develop according to child-psychology 
expert Dr Michael Carr-Gregg, who says the 
social and cognitive skills your littlie is having 

fun developing now will carry throughout her 
life, particularly the ones to do with making 
friends and building resilience.

“Play for preschoolers is like conducting  
a myriad of personal science experiments 
every day. It’s the path to exploration, 
discovery and mastery,” adds former Wiggle 
Sam Moran, who now hosts the musical  
TV series Play Along with Sam on Nick Jr. 

In order to make the most of playtime,  
Dr Carr-Gregg says the key is to encourage 
your littlie to engage in all sorts of fun and 
games by herself, with other children and 
with the grown-ups in her life. After all, 
variety is the spice of life!

Looking for inspiration? Here’s our pick 
of some of the best activities to boost your 
child’s physical and mental development…

MoVIN’ & 
GrooVIN’
Music and dance are the 
perfect picks for helping your 

child express herself. For your tot, they’re 
all about learning how to move her body, 
replicating gestures and expressing feelings, 
moods and images, says Sam. The repetition 
of music is fantastic for language and 
memory development, he explains, while 
dance offers opportunities to boost overall 
health along with self-esteem and skills  
such as balance, strength, spatial awareness 
and coordination.
INSTRUMENTS FOR SUCCESS
The clanging of pots and pans might sound 
like a racket to you, but it’s music to your 
toddler’s ears. In fact, between the ages of one 
and five years, anything that makes a noise 
can be considered a musical instrument for  
a child, Sam says, so use your bodies and 
voices to clap, pat, sing and make silly sounds.  
Of course, having an actual object will 
enhance your tot’s imagination. “To a 
preschooler, strumming a toy guitar can 
give the same satisfaction of being a famous 
guitarist,” Sam says. As well as store-bought 
instruments, try making your own – tightly 
sealed plastic bottles filled with rice make 
excellent maracas!
HOME & AWAY
At home, your child’s experiences with 
music and dance may be as simple as belting 
out tunes along with her favourite CD or 
boogying around the living room with you. 
You can add to the experience with props 
such as musical instruments or scarves  
that can be twirled around – whatever keeps 
her going! Structured classes are another 
option and offer all the developmental 
benefits of music and dance, plus have  
an added social component. Research also 
shows that young children who engage  
with music through formal classes have 
improved attention, literacy and maths  
skills as they grow. 
WHAT’S ON THE BOX?
Music-based DVDs and TV shows are loads 
of fun for tots who love to participate in 

activities and play along with others. “They’re 
a form of guided play,” says Sam, “which 
help enhance your child’s understanding and 
experience of the world.” Following along 
with a show teaches your tyke the importance 
of listening, plus develops her ‘kinaesthetic 
sense’ – the way your child understands her 
body position during movement. Following 
along with dance routines and gestures is also 
helpful for her fine and gross motor skills.

GettING 
CreAtIVe 
Creative, imaginative play  
is perhaps the best way for  

your littlie to explore the world around her, 
says Dr Carr-Gregg, because it encourages 
thinking, feeling, using her body and 
interacting with others (whether soft 
toys or real people!). Kids who engage in 
dramatic play are also more likely to be better 
problem-solvers, more creative learners and 
more independent as they grow up. 
ALL DRESSED UP 
Having a dress-up box is like having a 
magical treasure chest for your toddler,  
except the jewels are the clothes and junk 
accessories that help her bring characters to 
life. Playing make-believe is an important 
part of self-discovery, says Dr Carr-Gregg, 
and there’s no need to worry about gender 
stereotypes. “No matter what she likes to 
dress up in, it’s a healthy way for her to 
develop a sense of who she is.” Keep a box of 
your own old clothes, costumes and op-shop 
finds to inspire your child’s imagination.

THE PROPS DEPARTMENT
Some pretend play requires no props at all  
– your littlie may simply have fun getting down 
on all fours and pretending to be the family 
pet! But simple props such as a tea set for tea 
parties or a kitchen set for imitating Mum and 
Dad (the plastic kind or one you’ve cobbled 
together from boxes) can go a long way in 
aiding imaginative play. From around the age of 
two many kids are keen on pretending to take 
care of their teddies and dolls, and babycare 
toys to help this along will also encourage the 
development of social skills and empathy.
OUT OF BOUNDS
Imaginative play is great to take outdoors, 
where gross motor skills can be built on along 
with everything from adaptive-thinking skills 
to body strength. Letting your tot play outside 
every day also helps her to understand that 
the world is a safe place, says Dr Carr-Gregg. 
Let your tot dig around in the sand pit like 
an archaeologist looking for dino bones, kick 
a ball around like a pro soccer player at a final 
match or create a cave out of chairs and sheets 
to live like a caveman or wild animal.
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toY StorY
Playing with a variety of toys 
will help your cutie master both 
physical and cognitive skills, 

but look out for a particular interest and do 
everything in your power to feed it, suggests  
Dr Carr-Gregg. “I look at my own child who 
loved drawing and painting and now, at 22, he’s 
in graphic design because we encouraged that.” 

Toys that are great for development include…
 BLOCKS. Perfect for working on 

hand-eye coordination and fine motor skills, 
blocks are fun to build up and smash down. 
Piecing together more intricate blocks or 
parts is also good for helping your child 
develop her problem-solving and 
concentration skills. You can also try grouping 
blocks into colours or counting blocks as you 
pack them away, and blocks can be used in 
imaginative-play scenarios as well.

 PULL & PUSH TOYS. Cars, 
walkers, a string of objects – any toy that can be 
pulled or pushed around will help your toddler 
develop coordination, especially in the early 
months of toddlerhood when she’s learning to 
walk. “These toys help exercise the cerebellum 
in the brain, which plays an important role in 
motor control,” says Dr Carr-Gregg. 

 ART GEAR. An easel and some  
paints are a great way to unleash creativity 
and working towards a finished product can 
boost self-esteem, plus teach cause and effect 
and a whole raft of fine motor skills. 
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