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Introduction


“Play is the work of the child.” So said iconic educator Maria Montessori, whose legacy has seen generations of children benefit from her natural approach to learning. It’s true that little ones learn through play long into childhood, with some arguing this continues into adolescence and even adulthood!


During your baby’s first year, they will grow and develop in ways you might never have thought possible. In fact, these tiny people will go through a major developmental change every month in that first year, hitting numerous milestones along the way. By filling their lives with beneficial games and activities, you can help them learn about the world they live in – and have fun with them along the way.


As you play together, do bear in mind that babies develop at their own pace, so one baby will likely progress at a different rate to another. Try not to worry about this, but if you’re at all concerned, talk to a healthcare professional.





In this book, you’ll find activities and games to help nurture your baby’s key areas of development, from cognitive, communication and motor skills to social-emotional, behavioural and sensory growth.


These simple ideas require little equipment or set-up but will help to further the development of your baby in the most remarkable ways.


So… are you ready to play?
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Developmental Categories


The activities and games in this book are sorted into categories to help you understand how they affect your baby’s development. These are:


Cognitive


While your baby’s brain is fully formed when they are born, its intricacies are built via the experiences and interactions that come afterwards. According to research, in the first year of your baby’s life they will build more than 1 million brain connections every second.


Communication


This area relates to your baby’s speech and language development. The way your baby communicates with you will change drastically over the course of the first year. While they will start off with little more than a newborn cry, by the age of one they will be showing you what they need and babbling away as they prepare to start talking.





Motor skills


By the end of your baby’s first year, their muscles will have developed and strengthened to be able to perform incredible tasks, such as rolling over, sitting and walking (gross motor skills), not to mention holding a paintbrush and lifting food from their tray table to their mouth (fine motor skills).


Sensory


Your baby’s senses help them learn about the world – they’ve been doing so since they were in utero. Sensory play is believed to play a crucial role in the formation of brain connections and encourages problem-solving from early on.


Social-emotional and behavioural


This area relates to your baby developing a sense of self, gaining a sense of belonging and building relationships with the people around them. Their brain needs a social world and interaction with other people in order to develop.














Chapter One:
1–4 Weeks
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As the caregiver, it’s likely you’ll feel a little dazed in the first month after your baby is born. As you adjust to life with a tiny person who relies on you for almost everything, it’s important to settle into a slower pace and take the pressure off. The activities in this chapter are incredibly gentle and offer developmental benefits while requiring very little effort – which is what you need right now. In fact, many of them can be performed while lying down next to your baby, making faces at them, stroking their arms and talking, cooing or singing to them.










Sensory




Blowing in the wind


If you have access to an outside space, try hanging up some wind chimes and letting your baby listen as the breeze blowing through them creates playful sounds. You could even try hanging one up at an open window. Your baby’s hearing develops early on, and they will have been able to hear even while in the womb, getting to know the voices of those around them from around 18 weeks into pregnancy. The tinkling sound of wind chimes will stimulate their senses and – if your baby is close enough to see them – the chimes themselves will offer visual stimulation as your newborn’s eyes adjust to the world around them.








Sensory




Ribbon play


Small babies can only see black, white and shades of grey until they are around three or four months old, at which point they start to notice colours. They are greatly interested in movement, though, as their eyes are learning to focus and adjust to the world around them. In this sensory activity, try playing with several different lengths of black and white ribbons, and see how baby responds to them.


Take a wooden teething ring or a similar item – a bracelet or clothes hanger would also work – and tie the lengths of ribbon around it. Dangle the ribbons over your child and watch as they delight in the contrasting shades.


When baby is new, allow the ribbons to stroke their arms and legs; as they grow, watch how they begin to reach out to try to grasp them as their motor skills develop.








Social-emotional and behavioural




Bathtime bonding


Having a bath with your newborn can be a wonderful experience, offering an alternative environment in which to play games with your little one and encouraging invaluable skin-to-skin bonding, which will help to nurture their emotional development. Skin-to-skin contact offers an opportunity to help regulate your baby’s heartbeat and breathing, calm them down, boost your milk supply if breastfeeding and encourage the release of your body’s feel-good hormone, oxytocin.


Play splashing games with your baby, seeing how they respond to water being gently dripped and splashed onto different parts of their body, and introduce cloths and sponges of different textures to add a sensory element. When finished, avoid standing up in the bath holding your baby as you could slip. Either hand them to another grown-up or place them gently on a towel next to the bath.







Bathtime tips


It’s worth investing in a bath thermometer to ensure the water is a suitable temperature for your baby – aim for 37–38°C. If you don’t have one, dip your elbow into the bath water to check it’s warm, rather than too hot or too cold.


In the first month of your baby’s life, avoid using soaps or cleansers in the bath: plain water is best for their brand-new, delicate skin. Ensure your baby is not hungry or tired when you first put them in the water as they could make a fuss; it’s also best to wait a little while after a feed to give their tummy a chance to settle.
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Motor skills




Tummy time


Your baby can practise tummy time from birth by lying on their caregiver’s chest – and on a mat on the floor as soon as their belly button has healed, which is usually around one to two weeks post-birth. If you’re not sure they’re ready, just wait a week or so longer before placing your baby on their front.


It can be a good idea to give your baby some tummy time every day, either on a playmat or a blanket placed on the floor. Initially, this will help them practise lifting up their head and strengthening their neck muscles, while a couple of months down the line it will encourage them to move and eventually roll.


Young babies will tire quickly as tummy time is quite strenuous for them at first, but a couple of minutes a day is all you need to help them learn to hold their head up on their own.





Your baby might protest initially at being put in this unfamiliar position. If they do get upset, simply pick them up for a cuddle and try again tomorrow. By trying each day, they will soon get used to this new muscle-strengthening position. If it continues to distress them, get down on the floor with them and try the variation of tummy time on pages 16–17.


Allowing your baby to see the world from this angle offers them a different perspective, as well as being a useful tool to develop their gross motor skills.


Always stay close to your baby during tummy time, watching them as they practise. And remember, when it comes to sleeping positions, baby should always be on their back.








Motor skills




Face-to-face tummy time


As we saw on pages 14–15, encouraging your baby to spend time on their tummy will keep them active and greatly help with head control, as well as helping to strengthen their neck and back muscles. This variation on tummy time will also encourage your baby to make eye contact with you, which stimulates their visual focus and helps them become familiar with your face.


To begin, lie down on the floor with your head propped up on a pillow and place your baby on your tummy. If the floor isn’t appealing, you could lie on the sofa or bed instead. Wherever you choose to lie, be sure to keep a firm hold on your baby at all times.


Lying in this tummy-to-tummy position, watch as your baby lifts their face to meet yours. Give them a big smile – that’s something else they will learn from you!





You can introduce this activity as soon as your baby is born. Try doing this activity with clothes off and use it as an opportunity for some precious skin-to-skin bonding with your baby. Wrap a blanket around both of you if the weather is cooler and be sure to keep it away from baby’s face. Start with just a few minutes at a time before building up to longer stretches of time on their front. If you feel particularly tired, save this for another day: you don’t want to fall asleep with baby lying on top of you as they could roll off.
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