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Abstract 

 

The role of parenting in influencing life outcomes for children is significant, with parent-

child relationships a key driver of development in the early years. The transition to 

parenthood in the postnatal period (birth to 1 year) can be a particularly vulnerable time for 

parents and coincides with a critical phase of growth and development for infants. Supporting 

and guiding parents with parenting education in this first year can be seen as a preventative 

intervention that can shape the futures of children and their families. This research focuses on 

universal level parenting programmes, accessible to all families in Aotearoa New Zealand. Of 

interest was how parent-child participation in play was being used within programmes where 

parents and their children attended together. The use of play to enhance learning and 

relationships is well-evidenced, with play being central to early education curriculum and 

practice, and our understanding of early childhood development. This qualitative study 

sought to examine the conceptualisation, implementation, and effectiveness of parent-child 

participation in play by collecting and analysing the perspectives of facilitators working in 

universal group postnatal parenting education in Aotearoa New Zealand. Semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with seven experienced facilitators representing four different 

service providers – Whānau Āwhina Plunket (PEPE); Parents Centre Aotearoa (Baby and 

You/Moving and Munching); The Parenting Place (Space), and Playcentre Aotearoa New 

Zealand (Babies Can Play). The research findings showed facilitators had a strong shared 

conceptualisation of play which emphasised independent exploration, natural and familiar 

resources, and a child-centred approach to play as learning. Facilitator’s beliefs and values 

were reflected in the strategies and play environments utilised. Participation in play was seen 

by facilitators as an effective and valuable part of the parent education programmes that 

required flexibility and responsiveness to the needs of parents and infants. Some challenges 

were identified by facilitators in terms of curriculum delivery and adult learner engagement. 

This research provides evidence of play as an existing and common component of universal 

group postnatal parenting education in Aotearoa New Zealand with potential benefits for 

parents, young children, and their communities.   
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Play as a Context for Relationships and Learning in Universal Group Postnatal 

Parenting Education in Aotearoa New Zealand 

 

This research aimed to explore a component of postnatal parenting education in Aotearoa 

New Zealand – parent1-child participation in play. The presence and use of play in group 

programmes for parents as they transition to parenthood is not well conceptualised or 

researched in Aotearoa New Zealand, despite the key universal parent education providers 

being dominated by programmes for new parents that involve parents and young children 

attending sessions together. Play was considered in this study to be a potential pathway for 

supporting early learning and healthy relationships in which children and families flourish.  

The promotion of positive child wellbeing and development transcends multiple 

disciplines, with the benefits of doing so recognised across economic, health, and education 

sectors (Osher et al, 2018). The way in which children are parented is also widely accepted as 

having a significant impact on social, emotional and cognitive development (NASEM, 2016). 

Quality parent-child interactions and being raised in a positive, nurturing environment is 

highly correlated to better child outcomes, and the parenting in the early years of childhood in 

particular has been identified as vitally important in determining long term developmental 

outcomes (Biglan et al, 2012; National Scientific Council on the Developing Child & 

National Forum on Early Childhood Policy and Programs, 2010). Positive parenting skills 

and strategies have been linked to positive child outcomes in language development (Barnett 

et al, 2012; Vernon-Feagans, 2012), literacy (Landry & Smith, 2005), cognitive development 

(Majumder, 2015), behaviour (Boeldt et al, 2012; Shaw et al, 2003) and social and emotional 

competence (Blandon et al, 2010). Good parenting also has a strong effect on children’s 

ability to be resilient when faced with adversity (Masten, 2001), and is associated with 

learning achievement and school success (Graves & Wright, 2011). Improving parenting 
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through parent education and support is therefore a focal point for prevention and 

intervention strategies globally, led by governments and influential non-governmental 

organisations to promote optimal child development. For example, the World Health 

Organization emphasizes caregiving interventions in their guidelines for improving early 

childhood development (WHO, 2020) and this is echoed in the Aotearoa New Zealand 

Government’s policy on supporting families to provide “safe, loving and nurturing homes” as 

actioned by the Child and Youth Wellbeing Strategy (New Zealand Government, 2019).   

Interventions and programmes that target parents, regardless of the method of delivery 

or theoretical approach used, share common goals that emphasize a parents' role in 

influencing their child’s growth and development. Parenting education is defined within this 

research as programmes that aim to enhance parents' knowledge, skills, and competencies, 

and encourage parenting practices and social supports that promote safety and well-being 

(Barlow & Coren, 2018; Campbell & Palm, 2018; Cowen, 2001; Chen & Chan, 2016). 

Although parenting education can be viewed broadly as any activity that directs information 

to parents (Wilson et al, 2012), for the purpose of this research, parenting education is 

defined as structured programmes that are provided on a regular basis, with an expectation of 

regular attendance, that aim to promote the social, physical, and psychological growth and 

health of children by engaging parents in psychoeducation and learning specific parenting 

skills.  

There is considerable diversity in how parenting education is implemented. It can be 

offered in a variety of settings; for example, in the home, within primary care settings like 

medical centres, in education settings like early learning centres, and within numerous 

community-based organisations. Parenting education can also intervene at different levels of 

influence. In Aotearoa New Zealand there are four types of parenting programmes - universal 

and community delivered programmes; parent training programmes to address conduct 
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problems; programmes targeting at risk groups; and comprehensive home visiting services 

(Robertson, 2014). This study is focused on universal parenting education in group settings. 

Universal parent education is a public health intervention that aims to improve child and 

family wellbeing at a population level (Lindsay & Totsika, 2017). It can be a more accessible 

alternative to intensive, targeted interventions, and is often more cost efficient (Foster et al, 

2008). Although still targeting skills and knowledge, universal group parent education has the 

secondary effect of providing social support, improving parents' social connections and 

access to resources, and reducing social isolation (Wilder Research, 2016).   

The timing of parenting interventions is considered to impact effectiveness, and 

interventions delivered early in life can have a particularly profound effect on changing the 

life course outcomes compared to later intervention (Moore et al, 2017; National Scientific 

Council on the Developing Child & National Forum on Early Childhood Policy and 

Programs, 2010). For this reason, this research will concentrate on early intervention in the 

postnatal period as a distinct and promising window of opportunity for parenting education. 

The postnatal period is a time of immense transition and change for parents and a life phase 

with enormous potential for joy, connection, and personal growth. However, it can also be a 

time full of challenges and increased risk (Maas et al, 2012). The postnatal, or postpartum 

period, is defined in a variety of ways across disciplines but is generally used to describe the 

time immediately after the birth of a child. This research will use a wider definition of up to 

one year after birth. While the majority of parents are not eligible for the intensive, targeted 

services funded by the Aotearoa New Zealand Government (Robertson, 2014), many more 

parents could benefit from participation in universal parenting education in the transition to 

parenthood. Parenting education provided at a population level in the postnatal period can be 

seen as a preventative intervention that addresses needs around mental health, social capital, 
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infant health, and parenting skills, and has the potential to interrupt a pathway to negative 

child outcomes.   

Universal group parenting education can address a wide range of family strengths and 

challenges and employs a variety of models and approaches. There is diversity in theory, 

target outcomes, and programme methodology and this has the potential to create confusion 

for parents on which programme is best suited for their needs and aligns with their values. 

This can also create confusion within the discipline as different groups of researchers develop 

their own niche terminology and measures, which may appear to be distinct, but often overlap 

considerably. It is within this limited conceptual framework that this research aims to 

examine the use of play as an approach that is currently embedded in existing postnatal 

parenting programmes in Aotearoa New Zealand. This curiosity stems from a personal and 

academic perspective that play is an essential experience in early childhood that can be a 

pleasurable and rewarding part of parenting, which has potential benefits for parents and 

children when used as a modality in parent education (Ginsberg, 2007).  

The theoretical foundations that support the incorporation of play-based interactions 

in parenting programmes for new parents and research literature pertinent to parenting 

education in the postnatal period, particularly the use of play in universal group parenting 

education will be reviewed in the remaining sections of this first chapter.  

  

1.1 Why play?  

Play is a universal human experience that occurs across cultures, from infancy into 

adulthood. There are multiple definitions of play involving a wide range of perspectives and 

theoretical foundations, with definitions looking at aspects related to the criteria, purpose, 

development and sociocultural contexts of play. From a research perspective, play can be 

approached a number of ways, with play seen as an adaptive behaviour, as a developmental 



11 
 

construct, a medium for learning and development, a cultural phenomenon, or as a complex 

system (Bergen, 2015). A singular definition of play may be elusive, but key elements of play 

can be summarized as any activity that is voluntary and self-directed, occurs with positive 

affect whereby the participant is actively engaged and not distressed, and is intrinsically 

motivated. (Bateson & Martin, 2013).   

The central role of play in young children’s development is widely supported by 

educators and researchers (Tait, 2017). A child’s right to play is endorsed by the UN 

Convention of the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989), highlighting a global 

awareness of play as vital to children’s wellbeing and development. Significantly to this 

study, play provides a context for relationship building that is meaningful for parents and that 

can improve learning and development for children across their lifespan (Ginsberg, 2007). 

Despite evidence about the importance of play, the amount of time children engage in play 

has measurably decreased over time (Duch et al, 2013; Moss, 2012; WHO, 2019). Modern 

parenting contexts may have contributed to this decline, with technology strongly impacting 

family life (Collier, 2014), and parents experiencing many competing pressures that can 

reduce the ability to prioritise family time spent connecting and having fun (Rayment, 2013). 

The use of play in a group setting to support the needs of children and parents has the 

potential to model, facilitate, and promote play as an essential context for infants to build 

relationships and support early learning.    

  

1.1.1 Play in Infancy  

Play looks different across development and the focus, motivation, and variation of play in 

infants are guided by progressive changes in their cognitive, linguistic, social, and physical 

skills (Allen & Kelly, 2015). For this research, Tait’s (2017) broad definition of infant play 

will be used to distinguish play during infancy as a similar but specific phenomenon with its 
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own criterion. Tait proposed that “an activity may be described as play if an infant within the 

first 2 years of life is actively engaged in a pleasurable activity that accommodates their 

interest and stimulates the infant to further explore their environment” (2017, p. 40). While 

infants are not yet capable of engaging in the cooperative and sociodramatic play that is 

characteristic of the early and middle childhood years, by definition many interactions the 

infant has with their environment can be considered play – sustained attention on a hanging 

mobile, repeated attempts to reach a nearby toy, sucking a rattle or tapping the lid of 

container. Play for infants can have both an object focus and a social or relational focus 

(Neale et al, 2018; Tait, 2017). Playful interactions between infants and adults using Tait’s 

definition are those that are enjoyable for the infant and motivated by the infant's curiosity, 

including vocalisations like cooing, tickling games and singing.   

In the first year of life play makes an important contribution to an infant's 

development. Essential neurosensory development occurs in the months immediately after 

birth and parents can provide sensory experiences through play to facilitate the development 

of sensory systems such as auditory and visual processing networks. With appropriate 

knowledge, parents can find a balance between sensory deprivation or excess stimulation, 

both of which can inhibit optimal neurosensory development (Marshall, 2011). Research 

suggests that object and material exploration in infancy play a role in the development of 

problem-solving and sustained attention (Caruso, 1993; Fontenelle, 2007; Perone et al, 2008). 

Oral and manual exploration of objects have also been linked to word comprehension and 

vocal production (Zuccarini et al, 2018).  Play experiences provide ample opportunities for 

infants to practice and extend their gross and fine motor skills through exploration and object 

play. The development of motor skills is crucial to children’s increasingly independent 

exploration of their environment and is particularly connected with advances in cognition 

(Caruso, 1993; Franchak, 2019; Schwarzer et al, 2013). Infants also experience play through 
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functional communication and interactions with caregivers. These provide the foundations for 

communication and interpersonal skills more broadly, with the quality of these play-based 

interactions having long-term effects on development (Bernier et al, 2016; Puckering et al, 

2014). Consistent, positive interactions with parents in object or social play are related to 

improved language development, particularly supported by parental responsiveness where 

language is scaffolded around the developing skills of infants (Tamis-LeMonda, 2014).   

Relationships are the primary process in which infant development occurs and play 

allows for a mode of interaction between parents and children that relies on observation, 

attention and empathetic responsiveness (Ginsberg, 2007). Accordingly play is an ideal 

setting for joint attention, a concept used to describe instances where a parent and child 

mutually focus on an object or event. Joint attention is understood to advance language 

development (Bigelow et al, 2004) and its absence in parent-child interactions is predictive of 

later conduct problems (Gardner et al, 2003). Similarly, contingent responsiveness (or “serve 

and return”) is a parenting behaviour inherent in play that is associated with positive child 

outcomes (Ainsworth et al, 1974). Consistent and repeated parental responses to infant 

communication during play can also create synchronicity. Synchronicity in parent-infant 

relationships refers to adaptive, shared behaviours and affect developed through the 

reciprocal, responsive interactions that are present in meaningful, dynamic partnerships 

(Leclere et al, 2014). Parent-child synchronicity is associated with better physical and 

emotional regulation (Gordon & Feldmen, 2015). Using functional near-infrared 

spectroscopy (fNIRS), researchers have found evidence that when adults and infants 

experience these moments of joint attention or synchronicity, neural coupling (neural 

coherence between a speaker and a listener) occurs, illustrating the interdependence of infant 

and parent in early processing and learning (Piazza et al, 2020).  These relational aspects of 

play and their association with adaptive development in infancy provide an evidence-base for 
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promoting and including play in parenting education as a developmentally appropriate 

programme component.  

 

1.1.2 Therapeutic Interventions using Play  

The use of play in this research is not considered a therapeutic or a targeted intervention. 

However, there is evidence from these kinds of interventions that play can be used with 

children and parents to improve interaction and parenting skills. The most prominent example 

of this is Parent Child Interaction Therapy (PCIT), a behavioural parent training programme 

developed to address externalising problems in young children aged approximately two -

seven years, although adaptations have been made for infants and toddlers (Eyberg 1988; 

Kohlhoff & Morgan, 2014). In PCIT a parent is coached during play interactions with their 

child using a two-way mirror or video recordings. Therapists focus on positive parenting 

skills and improving the quality of parent-child interactions using play as an exemplar. 

Research indicates PCIT has positive outcomes for decreasing externalizing behaviours 

(Cooley et al 2014; Thomas et al, 2017; Valero-Aguayo et al, 2021), parenting stress (Cooley 

et al, 2014; Kennedy et al, 2016), and the likelihood of child abuse and maltreatment 

(Kennedy et al, 2016). The possible application of PCIT as a group therapy has been 

investigated with results suggesting that outcomes for parents are similar to parents attending 

individual PCIT programmes (Niec et al, 2016).  

Theraplay is another evidence-based play-centred therapy suitable for infants and 

caregivers that uses play to enhance relationships and connectedness through interactive 

playful activities led by a skilled practitioner (Theraplay, 2022). Theraplay can be 

implemented as a dyadic or a group therapy. There is evidence to support its effectiveness as 

a group therapy for adoptive families (Weir et al, 2013), for at risk preschool-aged children 

(Tucker et al, 2017), for mothers of preschool children experiencing family violence (Cort & 
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Rowley, 2015) and for young children who have experienced trauma (Tucker & Smith, 

2018). PCIT and Theraplay are examples of how programmes using play as the primary 

context for interventions with young children can be skilfully used to promote parenting 

skills and capacity.  

 

1.2 Theoretical Frameworks to Support the Use of Play in Postnatal Parenting 

Education  

 

1.2.1 Developmental and Bioecological Systems Theory   

From a developmental systems perspective, each child’s development is deeply embedded in 

the relational, ecological and contextual factors in which they are born and grow (Osher et al, 

2018). The birth of a child sees not only the arrival of a new, completely unique individual, 

but also the creation of parents (biological or non-biological), of a family, and of a new web 

of community connections. While there is extensive opinion, research, and discussion from 

many areas of society around the ‘right’ way to parent in order to improve child health and 

happiness, the reality is every child, parent and family sits within a multitude of systems, with 

interacting processes that create a developmental setting that will have different capabilities 

and needs (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Parenting is a complex interplay of a parent’s 

own experiences, capacities and resources with their child’s unique characteristics. This 

parent- child dyad is embedded in the context of social, cultural and economic pressures and 

influences that make knowing where, when and how to support or intervene in parenting 

challenging. For infants, the relational contexts of their home environment are critical drivers 

of development, most significantly their relationship with their primary caregivers (Bowlby, 

1988; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006; Esposito et al, 2017).   
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Within Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory, proximal processes are considered the 

main forces of development. Proximal processes refer to reciprocal and complex interactions 

between a person and the significant people, objects and symbols of their immediate 

environment across their life course (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) and is theoretically 

closely related to Sameroff’s (2009) transactional model. Play is a context in which proximal 

processes can occur, with progressively more complex interpersonal, multidirectional 

interactions occurring between children and adults or peers, alongside the exploration and 

interaction with meaningful objects and symbols. In infancy the family home is typically the 

primary setting for proximal processes of development and parent education can be used to 

resource parents to provide responsive caregiving and rich learning experiences that can be 

transferred to the home.  

 The importance of the home environment to the health and wellbeing of children is 

integral to taking a bioecological approach to development and learning. Incorporating play 

into parenting education has the potential to enhance parents’ awareness of children’s 

learning and development (McLean et al, 2015). There are some key features of a home 

learning environment that can support children’s development including participation in 

learning activities, the quality of parent–child interactions, and the availability of learning 

resources (Lehrl et al, 2020). An Australian longitudinal study found supporting evidence that 

a stimulating home learning environment at age two to three years is associated with better 

language development, school readiness, and school academic performance at Year Three of 

school (Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2015). 

    

1.2.2 Sociocultural Theory and Te Whāriki  

Sociocultural theory emphasises the role of a child’s social interactions and cultural 

surroundings in influencing learning. Introduced by Vygotsky (1962), a sociocultural 
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approach reflects a constructivist worldview that sees development as the consequence of the 

child’s intrinsic motivation to make sense of the world (Gauvain, 2005), constructing 

knowledge through interactions with people, places and things that is internalised as a norm 

or value. With this lens, children’s learning is led by their social and cultural settings, a view 

in contrast to earlier understandings of development such as that of Piaget (1936; 1971), with 

learning seen as dependent on preceding cognitive stages. In a similar way as bioecological 

theory, Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory proposes that each child’s family and community 

hold specific beliefs, practices and ways of being that are transmitted through language, 

customs, and interactions, and of significance to this research, through play (Kravtsova & 

Maximov, 2014). This again highlights how crucial interactions between children and adults, 

and children and their environments are to knowledge acquisition and learning (Edwards, 

2005).  

For Vygotsky, play in infancy and early childhood was understood as a “self valuable 

and independent” activity, based on object play and mastery, which is often achieved with the 

help of a more skilled partner (Kravtsova & Maximov, 2014, p27). His concept of the zone of 

proximal development accentuated the role of the adult in play, scaffolding young children 

towards mastery. The zone of proximal development requires an attuned adult to recognise 

what the child cannot do themselves and then support the skills and knowledge needed to 

move towards independent proficiency. Sociocultural theory highlights play as an important 

developmental process that is deeply rooted in a child’s environment, and that although it can 

involve independent discovery, is in essence a social process that helps children find their 

place in the world.   

The New Zealand Early Childhood Curriculum, Te Whāriki: He whāriki Mātauranga 

mō ngā Mokopuna o Aotearoa Early Childhood Curriculum (Te Whāriki; Ministry of 
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Education, 2017) draws extensively from sociocultural theory, with the social and cultural 

processes of learning central to the principles and strands of the curriculum (Figure 1.1)   

  

Figure 1.1 

Te Whāriki: He Whāriki Mātauranga mō ngā Mokopuna o Aotearoa Early Childhood 

Curriculum  

 

  

Note. The whāriki or woven mat is a metaphor for the Early Childhood Education curriculum, 

in which the four curriculum principles are interwoven with five curriculum strands. From Te 

Whāriki: He Whāriki Mātauranga mō ngā Mokopuna o Aotearoa Early Childhood 

Curriculum, by Ministry of Education, 2017, p11.   

  

 The image of the whāriki (figure 1.1) represents a holistic approach to children’s learning 

and development with children’s learning interwoven with broader psychosocial elements 
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like relationships, family, and community. Te Whāriki is a bicultural document, affirming the 

place of Māori as Tangata Whenua (people of the land, indigenous peoples), requiring the use 

of Māori language, tikanga (practices) and knowledge in Early Childhood Education settings 

as well as Māori concepts such as whānaungatanga (connection with people) being used as 

foundations for the curriculum. Te Whāriki distinguishes the changing learning needs of 

children overtime. Separate provisions are made for infants within each strand, with an 

emphasis on responsive and close relationships in laying the foundation for all learning 

(Ministry of Education, 2017). This makes Te Whāriki an appropriate framework from which 

to consider infants’ play in the context of teaching and learning.  

Play is acknowledged as a fundamental part of young children’s learning in Te 

Whāriki, directing teachers to provide children with “an environment where their play is 

valued as meaningful learning and the importance of spontaneous play is recognised” 

(Ministry of Education, 2017, p47). The promotion of children as active explorers and 

constructors of knowledge is particularly evident in the learning strand of Exploration, with 

the goal to support children to be having fun, inventing, and making meaning from the world 

around them through play (Ministry of Education, 2017). The use of play to support the 

infant’s learning within parent education sessions, and the transfer of these experiences and 

parenting knowledge of play as a learning context to the home, could make play in parenting 

education a holistic and multifunctional mode of delivery.   

 

1.2.3 A Neurodevelopmental Perspective   

 Neurodevelopment is particularly remarkable during the early years of life due to the brain’s 

immense growth, it’s malleability and plasticity, and the construction of the brain’s 

foundational architecture through incredible rates of synaptogenesis throughout infancy and 

early childhood (Osher et al, 2018). Research is quickly accumulating that shows how aspects 
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of infant brain development are responsive to early experiences (experience-dependent) and 

are not only the result of genetically governed species-typical processes (experience-

expectant). Additional to the physical and mental stimulation provided in play activities, play 

contributes to brain development through reciprocal interaction with others. The development 

of the brain occurs through the interplay of genetic, biological, and environmental factors, 

with early caregiving relationships having long lasting effects on the brain’s growth and 

organisation (Schore & Schore, 2008). Physiological regulation, particularly regulation of 

emotional arousal, is one of the key tasks of early brain development and is significantly 

impacted by parenting. It is developed through repeated interactions with a parent who 

responds in a timely and sensitive way, also known as co-regulation (Beeghly & Tronick, 

2011; Morris et al, 2017). Play that involves exploration and experiences within a safe, 

nurturing, and attuned relationship has also been indicated as a means to help children 

overcome the detrimental side effects of stress in environments with high levels of adversity 

(Yogman et al, 2018). There is evidence that the quality of maternal behaviour during 

mother-infant interactions increases resting frontal alpha and theta band EEG power during 

infancy, suggesting that even within normative variations in parenting, quality interactions 

can impact brain development (Bernier et al, 2016).   

An important concept that links play, the brain, and learning that should not be 

overlooked is that play by its definition is enjoyable. Play’s ability to evoke pleasure, 

laughter, curiosity, and wonder is what makes it such a powerful force in connecting children 

and adults. Play is also developmentally provocative. Perry et al (2000) note in their 

description of play from a neurodevelopmental perspective that “play, more than any activity, 

fuels healthy development” (p9). Play is described as a primary context for the repetitive, 

consistent, predictable and nurturing experiences that are essential for brain organisation 

(Gaskill & Perry, 2014). Because play is pleasurable, it is hugely motivating. The cycle of 
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learning from this perspective is driven by pleasure in play, which starts with children’s 

innate curiosity to explore and interact with others.  

 

1.3 A Literature Review of Parenting Education in the First Year - Navigating the 

Transition to Parenthood  

 

1.3.1 Parenting Education as a Primary Intervention 

Parenting education is known to be effective in improving a range of parent and child 

outcomes. A comprehensive literature review by Wilder Research (2016) found supporting 

evidence that parent education programs are effective in positively impacting parenting 

responsiveness, communication styles, child behaviour, parent-child interactions, and 

parental mental health and wellbeing. A number of parenting programmes have also 

established as being effective interventions for preventing child maltreatment, intervening by 

targeting changeable risk factors such as poor parenting attitudes, improving skills and 

knowledge, and decreasing abusive behaviours and harsh parenting styles, insensitivity, and 

parental depression and stress (Chen & Chan, 2016). There are numerous aspects of parenting 

that can be targeted by parent education programs, influenced by the providers’ cultural or 

social values, theory, research, and current government policy. According to the U.S National 

Center for Parent, Family and Community Engagement (Bartlett et al, 2015), parenting 

programmes generally aim their interventions, separately or in combination, at parents’ 

attitudes and beliefs, parental stress, parent knowledge deficits, developing parents’ social 

supports, strategies, and skills for managing problem behaviours, family access to material 

resources such as housing and food, parent self-efficacy and empowerment, and other skills 

that may indirectly affect parenting (e.g., obtaining a driver's license). The most common 
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child outcomes targeted fall into the domains of behaviour and emotion, cognitive 

achievement, and child health (Cannon et al, 2018). 

Many parenting programmes have developed from community initiatives that are built 

around the needs of people in those communities. These types of programmes are also shaped 

by aspects like funding, participant recruitment, and staff training. Evidence suggests that 

parent engagement in terms of recruitment and retention is a major barrier to the 

implementation of successful programs (Axford et al, 2012), but that parents are attracted and 

more likely to be engaged with programmes that are delivered within the contexts of 

organisations that they are already familiar with, for example faith-based settings (Patrick et 

al, 2008), and primary care organisations such as a child health service (Hiscock, 2008). A 

challenge with community-based programmes is that they can emerge without the rigorous 

research and theoretical base that is required of evidence-based practice. The lack of 

theoretical underpinnings, or the lack of the communication of theory and evidence-based 

processes, is an area of concern in evaluating the quality of parenting education programmes 

(Sandler et al 2011; Wilson et al 2012).   

  

1.3.2 Postnatal Parenting Education  

Parents of infants face distinct parenting challenges, but review of the literature indicates 

parenting education for parents with very young children is often implemented or evaluated 

with less rigor than programmes that target older children. Comprehensive literature reviews 

and meta-analyses into parent education suggest there is a lack of evidence-based 

interventions that are specifically for parents of children under two years old (Chen & Chan, 

2016; Magill-Evans et al, 2006; Pinquart & Teubert, 2010; Rayce et al, 2017), particularly 

universal interventions (Gilmer et al, 2016; Wilson et al, 2012). In reviewing postnatal 

parenting education, Gilmer et al (2016) found that postnatal programs neglected theories of 



23 
 

parent-child interaction, did not consider adult learning principles and had major challenges 

with programme reach and attrition.   

The most prominent and evidence-based parenting intervention for parents of children 

in the early years is home visiting (Avellar & Supplee, 2013; Kendrick et al, 2000; Nievar et 

al, 2018). Home visiting programs are an intensive, targeted approach that involve regular 

visits by a trained educator in families’ homes. Although there is evidence of these 

programmes being effective (Peacock et al, 2013), the cost of such programmes can be 

prohibitive and participant engagement and retention can be a problem due to issues with 

trust, time, investment, and the stigma associated with home visits (Chen & Chan, 2016).   

Established, evidence-based parent training programmes for young children tend to 

have their theoretical roots in behaviourism and social learning theory, for example Triple P 

(Sanders, 1999). Triple P have adapted their original programmes that were designed to 

support parents in managing older children’s behaviour to address the needs of parents in the 

perinatal period (the time immediately before and after birth). Triple P Baby was originally 

developed as a preventive, universal programme for parents during the late stages of 

pregnancy (Spry, 2013), but has been adapted to support high risk parents vulnerable due to 

mental illness (Butler et al, 2014; Tsivos et al, 2015), health and social risk factors 

(Henderson et al, 2019; Mihelic et al, 2018), and parents of preterm infants (Colditz et al, 

2015). As with Standard Triple P, parents participating in Baby Triple P attend a combination 

of phone, individual, and group sessions, but not with their baby. Recent research into Baby 

Triple P’s use as a universal intervention was conducted as a pilot RCT that investigated 

infant behavioural outcomes as well as effects on parenting (Popp et al, 2019). Popp et al. 

(2019) reported that there were significant group differences in crying behaviour 6 months 

after birth, (t(25) = 2.21, p = 0.04, d = 0.85), with reduced frequency of inconsolable crying 

in infants in the Baby Triple P group six months after the intervention. However, no other 
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beneficial outcomes were found for feeding and sleeping problems in infants, partnership 

quality, or a parent’s sense of competence. Results like this indicate more research is needed 

into optimal education and support for parents of infants and illustrates how caution should 

be employed when considering the use and effectiveness of evidence-based interventions’ 

when they are adapted or applied to different populations.    

  

1.3.3 The Use of Play in Universal Group Parenting Education in the Postnatal Period  

 The role of play in promoting positive relationships and learning for infants and young 

children and their parents is advocated in theory and research, but the use of play as a 

component of parent education programs is not as well developed or cohesive. A review of 

research was done to examine existing practice and evidence for group parent education 

programmes that were aimed at parents of children aged zero to one years, and that provided 

a universal level intervention with play as a key component of the curriculum or delivery. 

Identifying programmes that potentially incorporated play was challenging given that specific 

elements of parenting programmes were regularly not reported or reported in limited detail, 

and the mechanisms that are effective or active in a programme were often not isolated. An 

explorative review of literature using the databases accessible through the University of 

Canterbury EBSCOhost research platform was conducted. A multitude of search terms and 

combinations were used to source potential articles (e.g., parent education, parenting, play, 

interaction, parent training, postnatal, postpartum, infancy), as well as searching references of 

key articles. A flexible definition of play as parent-child participation or interaction during 

sessions was required to increase the scope of the search.    

A small number of examples of parenting interventions that integrated participation in 

play into structured group programmes were identified across the various databases. Not all 

of the examples provided here are technically at universal level, but some flexibility in 
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parameters was required due to the scarcity of research available. The examples presented are 

not an exhaustive list but serve to illustrate the theoretical and evidence base of a broad 

sample of documented programmes, and to consider the range of content and delivery 

approaches existing for parent-child interaction in groups internationally.    

 

Facilitated Playgroups   

The largest intersection of play and parenting was found in the body of research looking at 

the function and efficacy of facilitated playgroups. Facilitated, or supported playgroups, sit 

between informal community playgroups and structured parent education (Commerford & 

Robinson, 2016) and although as a model they were not included in the sample of 

programmes included in this study, the corresponding literature could provide some 

background to how parent-child participation in play can contribute to supporting and 

educating parents. Supported playgroup facilitators run regular group sessions for parents and 

children, and often target at risk families with goals similar to those of parent education 

programmes, i.e., to enhance children’s early learning and parental wellbeing (Williams et al, 

2015). Williams et al (2015) reviewed the supported playgroup literature in Australia and 

found that while quantitative data did not provide robust evidence that these groups had an 

effect on child and parent outcomes, qualitative data gave rich descriptions of family and 

community impacts, particularly in reducing social isolation. A systematic review that looked 

at possible therapeutic components of playgroups found that the opportunity for parents to 

practice and master new skills was a dominant theme and resulted in increased parent-child 

interaction and parenting skills, as well as exposing children to a wider range of 

developmental play activities (Armstrong et al, 2018). The objective of this study was to 

explore more structured parenting education programmes where the goal was to deliver 

parenting content and develop parenting skills in a way that are more analogous with the 
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traditional parent training delivery models (face-face parent only ‘classes’ or online) that 

have dominated interventions with families.   

 

Incredible Years Parents and Baby (IYPB)    

 Incredible Years (IY) is a parenting intervention similar to Triple P in that it has programmes 

that intervene at multiple levels of population need (universal, selective, and indicated) and it 

has a broad evidence base that has seen it implemented widely (Weber-Stratton & Bywater, 

2019). It was originally developed to support families caring for children with conduct 

problems and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), and has a theoretical base in 

attachment theory, self-efficacy theories, cognitive social learning theories, and principles 

from motivational interviewing (Weber-Stratton & Bywater, 2019). Incredible Years Parents 

and Baby (IYPB) includes 8 weekly sessions delivered in groups with parents and babies 

attending together. Parents learn about infant development, physical and tactile stimulation 

for babies, and how to recognise and respond to infant cues (Pontoppidan et al, 2016). The 

participation of children in sessions is unique in the IY parent training suite and there was a 

noticeable lack of attention in the literature about how interactions were used or were 

effective in this adapted IY format. A pre-post-controlled study of IYPB in Wales (Jones, 

2016) found that mothers in the IYPB programme had significantly better parent sensitivity 

scores (measured using the Parent Infant Play Observation code [PIPOc)]; Jones et al, 2014) 

(F 1,59 = 5.66, p= 0.021) than the control group pre-post but no differences were found 

between the groups on any of the other measures. A pilot RCT in Denmark found no effects 

of the IYPB as a universal intervention for parents with infants (Pontoppidan et al, 2016). 

Despite the location of IYPB within the IY evidence-based series of programmes there is 

limited evidence as to its effectiveness.    
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The Parent University Programme (PUP)   

The PUP was one of the few examples that articulated a clear theoretical and evidence base in 

the development of the programme and collected quantitative data to access effectiveness of 

implementation (Ligget-Creel et al, 2017). The PUP was developed using the principles of 

social learning theory, attachment theory, and developmental ecological theory and was 

based on five existing evidence-based programmes that were adapted for infants and toddlers. 

The programmes used a combination of trained social workers and peer mentors to run the 

sessions, with each session having a consistent weekly structure with three parts – shared 

breakfast, a parent-child interaction session, and a parent education group. A one-group pre-

post research project found participation in PUP was associated with significant positive 

change in responsive parenting behaviours according to the Nursing Child Assessment 

Teaching Scale (NCATS) (Ligget-Creel et al, 2017).   

   

Legacy for Children    

This programme actively implemented parent-infant participation within a targeted public 

health intervention (UCLA Health, 2020). Legacy for Children engaged with mother-child 

groups to attempt to improve child outcomes among families living in poverty in two 

locations in the United States (Los Angeles, California and Miami, Florida). The group 

sessions were integrated into a broader framework of intervention, including mother only 

group sessions, one-to-one meetings, home visits, and wrap-around social services. 

Participation in parent-child group sessions began two or three months postpartum. It was 

developed on the principle that parenting behaviours are more likely to be adopted and 

maintained with the support of a peer group and by building a sense of community and self- 

efficacy in mothers. Parent-infant interaction through play was provided during the sessions 

in a segment called ‘Parent Child Together Time’ (PCTT). PCTT was included to provide 
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facilitators a chance to support and coach mothers to promote sensitive parent-child 

relationships (Perou et al, 2012). A pair of randomised controlled trails (Miami and Los 

Angeles) showed mixed results (Kaminski et al, 2013). Compared to children in a control 

group (care as usual), children attending Legacy for Children in Los Angeles had 

significantly higher IQ and achievement scores at 2 and 6 years postintervention and a lower 

risk for hyperactive behaviour at 60 months. In the Miami group, children of mothers in the 

intervention group were at lower risk for behavioural concerns at 24 months and 

socioemotional problems at 48 months (Kaminski et al, 2013) compared to the ‘care as usual’ 

control group. The mixed results may have been due to the heterogeneity across the two 

groups and the distinct cultures of the populations from Los Angeles and Miami. This 

highlights the complexity in evaluating universal parent education across diverse populations, 

and the potential influence of multifinality as different background and risk factors shape 

reactions to interventions and subsequent outcomes.   

   

Parent Child Mother Goose (PCMG)   

PCMG is a group programme for people in a parenting role and their children (0-2 years) that 

was developed in Canada, but now has programmes running in many parts of the world, 

including China, the USA, and Australia. The weekly PCMG sessions emphasise the 

“pleasure and power” (p.iv) of using rhymes, songs, and stories to enhance language and 

cognitive development and promote positive relationships (Formosa et al, 2003). Caregivers 

are generally seated in a circle with the young child lying or sitting on the floor in front of 

them. Dyads are guided through a number of activities designed to enhance parent-child 

bonding through touch, verbal and non-verbal communication, and playful interactions, with 

no toys, props, or resources (Ling et al, 2017). This format was more structured than other 

examples in this review and was distinct due to the intense focus on parent-child interaction 
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in a group setting. The PCMG programme has been evaluated extensively in both qualitative 

and quantitative studies that reported on parent and child outcomes such as children’s 

language skills (Formosa et al, 2003), parenting stress (Terret et al, 2013) and family literacy 

(Canadian Institute for Child Health, 2001). A study by Scharfe (2011) used attachment 

security (the Relationship Scales Questionnaire [RSQ; Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991], 

Waters and Deane Attachment Q-sort [Waters & Deane, 1985]); and parenting measures 

(Parenting Sense of Competence; Johnston & Mash, 1989]) to quantify change in parents and 

children over time. There was no significant positive change in child security classification 

(parent reported) from T1 to T2 for either the intervention or waitlist control group but at T3 

(6-month follow-up) children in the intervention group were significantly more likely to 

classified as secure (X² [5, N=140] = 3.73, p > .05), indicating that positive effects of 

participation continued to improve over time. Mothers' perceptions of child security were 

further analysed qualitatively and feelings of child-bonding, confidence in skills and social 

interaction with other mothers was considered to have contributed to mother’s altered 

experience of the parent-child relationship (Ling et al, 2017). Across the studies the use of 

music, stories and rhyme was emphasised as the primary parent-child interaction during 

sessions, with playfulness considered only within these ‘circle times’ for mothers and babies, 

even though sessions had time for unstructured free play.     

 

Nurture and Play (NaP)   

This programme was a targeted group intervention but was included in this review because, 

even though the programme focused on women with depressive symptoms, the sessions were 

developed as a preventative intervention to improve mother–infant interaction quality. The 

weekly sessions targeted mothers’ emotional availability, reflective functioning, as well as 

depressive symptoms, and was provided from pregnancy until about seven months 
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postpartum. (Salo et al, 2019). Parent-infant play was based on Theraplay principles 

(Theraplay Institute, 2022) incorporating games to encourage attunement through touch and 

interaction (e.g. massage and ‘peek-a-boo’). NaP was described as a mentalisation-based 

parenting programme and each session included a discussion time where parents were 

supported to be reflective, focus on the ‘here and now,’ and acknowledge thoughts and 

feelings. Depressive symptoms were targeted in discussion based on cognitive and affect 

regulation techniques based on cognitive behaviour therapy (CBT) principles. An RCT by 

Salo (2019) found that compared to a control group, mothers attending NaP showed 

significant positive change in maternal reflective functioning (t[43] = -2.73. p = 0.009) and 

maternal sensitivity (t[43] = -4.13, p < 0.001), but no group differences were found in other 

emotional availability outcomes such as maternal structuring, maternal non-intrusiveness, 

maternal non-hostility, infant responsiveness, infant involvement, or maternal depressive 

symptoms. When babies were 12 months old, the mothers in the intervention group displayed 

higher sensitivity, reflective functioning, and a greater reduction in depressive symptoms than 

the control group (Salo et al, 2019). 

 

Summary 

The programmes presented in this literature review illustrate the diversity in the purpose, 

delivery and evaluation of parenting programmes for parents in the first year. Finding 

evidence of the use of play was challenging and even when parent-child interactions were 

addressed specifically the use of language to describe play made it unclear how play fitted 

within the programme format. Perhaps it is that play is not well conceptualised during 

infancy or that is viewed as belonging in the domain of early years teaching and learning.  
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1.4 Universal Group Postnatal Parent Education in Aotearoa New Zealand   

Consistent with the international shortage of quality research into parenting interventions for 

parents of infants and toddlers, there is a noticeable gap in research in Aotearoa New Zealand 

about specific postnatal parenting programmes. Postnatal intervention with parents is most 

commonly provided in Aotearoa New Zealand based on a parent’s psychosocial health and 

socioeconomic characteristics (Oranga Tamariki - Ministry for Children, 2020). This sort of 

targeted intervention puts intensive support around those who are identified as likely to 

receive the most benefit. Families in lower socioeconomic demographics are more likely to 

face multiple adversities, and these adverse childhood events can have a lasting impact on 

emerging brain development and long-term health (Shonkoff & Garner, 2012).    

After a comprehensive online search, there appears to be three main providers of 

universal postnatal group parent education programmes in Aotearoa New Zealand - the 

Parent Education Programme (PEPE), delivered by Whānau Āwhina Plunket; Baby and You 

and Moving and Munching, both delivered by the Parents Centre Aotearoa; and the Space 

programme, owned and managed by The Parenting Place, but delivered through local 

community partners. There are also a number of small private and community providers of 

various programmes, one of which is Babies Can Play (Playcentre Aotearoa New Zealand). 

This programme was included because it met the inclusion criteria of having a focus on 

caregiver-child interaction in the postnatal period with babies and parents together, and 

Playcentre Aotearoa New Zealand has an established history of play-based learning with 

parents and children under five (Manning & Stover, 2014). All of the main providers offer 

parent and child group programmes with opportunities for interaction, with various levels of 

focus on play as a part of content and delivery. There is also something distinctive about the 

key programmes for new parents in Aotearoa New Zealand – they were all developed from 

social movements that have long histories and connections with their communities. 
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1.4.1 Whānau Āwhina Plunket – PEPE  

The Plunket Society has a long history in Aotearoa New Zealand, influencing parenting 

practices and providing health and social support for whānau since 1905. The early work of 

Truby King was motivated by his behaviourist roots with a focus on infant care with strict 

feeding and sleeping routines (May, 2019). Contemporary Whānau Āwhina Plunket services 

have a significantly broader, more holistic approach to child health. Through a range of 

services such a phone help service (Plunketline), Well Child Tamariki Ora services (Plunket 

nurses), drop-in clinics, and antenatal and parenting education, Whānau Āwhina Plunket aims 

to improve child health, parenting confidence and community connectedness (Plunket, 2017). 

Plunket’s Parenting Education Programme (PEPE) meets the criteria of a universal group 

parent education programme. Classes are delivered by trained facilitators, with clear 

curriculum content, and with parents and their pēpē (babies) attending together. PEPE is a 

series of five short courses, each run weekly between two and five weeks for two hours per 

session. The courses are designed for different ages and stages from birth to five years. For 

example, “Your New Baby” is for new-borns (first six weeks) and “Your Growing Baby” is 

for young babies six weeks old up to the crawling/moving stage. The PEPE classes include 

information about infant development, milestones, and infant care such as sleeping and 

feeding (Plunket, 2022). Play during sessions is not promoted as part of the programme 

format and it was not clear what infants were likely to participate in during sessions. Play 

interactions are therefore likely to be unplanned and informal. A retrospective descriptive 

study found that parents attending PEPE classes reported increased confidence and higher 

social capital (Feilden and Gallagher, 2008). Feilden and Gallagher (2008) described PEPE 

classes as having three facets – the acquisition of knowledge and skills, facilitation of 

relationships with other parents and family members, and encouraging parents to provide 
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sensitive parenting. No further research was available in the public domain about the 

implementation or effectiveness of PEPE classes in Aotearoa New Zealand.    

   

1.4.2 Parents Centre Aotearoa - Baby and You/Moving and Munching 

The Parents Centre organisation was established in Aotearoa New Zealand in the 1950’s to 

provide antenatal classes for mothers and fathers and has been visibly involved in parenting 

education and parent advocacy as their organisation has grown (Bell, 2006). With a large 

volunteer base, Parents Centre Aotearoa now provides antenatal and parenting classes as well 

as operating regional centres and a parenting magazine called Kiwi Parent. Baby and You 

(first three months) and Moving and Munching (four – 12 months old) are one-off classes led 

by trained facilitators for parents, and their infants. It is not clear if parent-infant interaction is 

an active component of the sessions. The curriculum provides information about infant 

development, learning and care, as well as parent factors such as managing stress and 

physical, emotional or relationship changes after birth (Parent Centre Aotearoa, 2022). No 

research was located as to the development or effectiveness of Parent’s Centre parenting 

programmes.    

   

1.4.3 The Parenting Place - Space 

Space is a parent programme for new parents that is currently owned and managed by The 

Parenting Place, a charitable organisation that provides parent education across childhood 

through to adolescence (Parenting Place Charitable Trust, 2022). The origins of Space are in 

the Playcentre movement. Space, or Supporting Parents Alongside Children’s Education, was 

developed by the Hutt Playcentre Association for first-time parents with new babies. 

Playcentre began as a parent co-operative in the 1940s and individual centres continue to be 

cooperatively managed and supervised by parents with support from trained facilitators and a 
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national Playcentre Association (Podmore & Te One, 2008). Playcentres provide a learning 

environment for children under five to learn alongside their parents with a curriculum that is 

child-centred and promotes self-directed or free play within responsive, respectful 

relationships (Playcentre, 2021).  

The present Parenting Place Space programmes are delivered through a variety of 

community partners, including Playcentres, early childhood education centres, churches, and 

other community-based social service agencies. The format includes a combination of 

facilitated discussion and play or activity times for children and parents. Programmes are 

provided for 25 to 40 weeks, a much longer period than seen in other postnatal parent 

education, with weekly sessions lasting approximately 2 hours. The curriculum includes 

information about sleep, attachment, attunement, brain development, and play (Parenting 

Place Charitable Trust, 2022). The sessions are scaffolded across the programme so that there 

is an increasing emphasis on play, parent-child interaction, and infant-infant interaction as 

infants become more mobile. An early study into Space at Te Marua/Mangaroa Playcentre 

was completed while Space was still delivered as a Playcentre programme. The action-based 

research project found that Space was able to support and foster new parent and infant 

learning through supporting relationships and interactions, facilitating both the physical and 

the social environments, fostering holistic learning, and connecting families and communities 

(Podmore & Te One, 2008). A more recent retrospective evaluation of the Space parenting 

programme included over 500 parents who had participated between 2013 to 2017 

(Amersfoort & Friesen, In Press). The results showed that the majority of parents reported 

that Space had positively contributed to the quality of interactions with their child, improved 

parenting confidence, and increased their social capital and social networks. The data also 

showed that the social aspects of Space, such as peer support and encouragement, were 

perceived as significantly more valuable by parents than the educational content of the 
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sessions. A qualitative case study (Woods, 2021) supported the findings from the 

retrospective study, with mothers and facilitators reporting the emotional support and 

programme's structure contributed to enhanced social capital.  

 

1.4.4 Playcentre Aotearoa New Zealand - Babies Can Play 

While Space was and still is delivered in many Playcentres around Aotearoa New Zealand, an 

independent postnatal programme was developed in Canterbury and continues to operate as a 

separate entity. The weekly sessions are facilitated by a facilitator with Playcentre experience 

and training, and the programme is available for parents with infants aged birth to eighteen 

months. There are opportunities for infants to learn through sensory play, music and stories, 

for parents to support each other and make social connections, and an emphasis on a safe and 

fun environment where parents can access toys and equipment to support their child’s 

learning and development (Playcentre, 2021b). Facilitators balance facilitated discussion 

times about a particular parenting topic with unstructured play sessions. There was no 

published research available about Babies Can Play.  

  

1.5 Present study   

This research stems from a personal and theoretical perspective that play is an integral 

experience in early childhood that can be a joyful and rewarding part of parenting that can 

have benefits for parents and children. The use of play-based activities with parents and 

infants as part of postnatal parent education programs could be a potential mechanism for 

change that meets the specific needs of parents and infants in this critical period. 

Participation in play is occurring in postnatal parent education in Aotearoa New Zealand but 

has not been the focus of research. While some international studies were able to be 

identified in this chapter that used parent-infant participation, the role of play was not clearly 
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defined in theory or in research methodology. As has been described, play is complex, and 

the studies reviewed did not consider play as an interplay between child, environment and 

adult, the learning opportunities for infants existing in play, the play setting, or the adults' 

role in play. All of these aspects could have provided information about how play is being 

used and what play looked like in these programmes. Studies relevant to universal group 

parenting education in the first year in Aotearoa New Zealand were limited and again did 

not target or expand on the parent-child participation in play. Feilden and Gallagher (2008) 

did not reference play or parent-child interactions at all in their retrospective descriptive 

survey study. Reference was made to promoting ‘sensitive parenting’ through helping 

parents identify infants' cues and be responsive to them but the mechanism for how 

facilitators would do this was not made clear. Research into the Space programme reported 

through a case study that parents (n=9) valued the play content of the Space sessions, with 

play providing information about their baby's development, quality one-one time with their 

baby and play ideas for home (Woods, 2021).   

The review of the main providers of parent education in Aotearoa New Zealand 

reveals that they all deliver content with parent and child participation during sessions, with 

an assumption that play is an unavoidable part of adults and children interacting in the same 

space. This research will reflect the contemporary sociocultural contexts of parents and 

families and how these interact with parenting education approaches. It will be directed by a 

developmental perspective that suggests interventions with parents are able to affect 

significant changes in children's development and that providing different experiences for 

children during critical periods may influence long term child development and well-being 

outcomes.  

Of interest to this study is how and why postnatal parenting programs in Aotearoa 

New Zealand are using play as a context for promoting relationships and learning. The 
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purpose of this research is not to evaluate curriculums or effectiveness of individual 

programme providers, rather it is to explore an existing phenomenon and look at how 

programmes view and use participation in play in relation to optimizing infant development 

through parent education. There are a number of assumptions that have guided the 

development of parenting education, in particular a reliance on the idea that parenting 

problems and distress are the result of a deficit in knowledge and that knowledge acquisition 

will result in positive changes to parental attitudes and behaviour (Wilson et al, 2012). This 

research wants to look beyond the delivery of content to parents and focus on participation 

in play as an experiential programme component that could dually encourage infant learning 

and parenting skills.  

The perspectives of programme facilitators through in-depth interviews will provide a 

description of programmes as they exist, exploring how current curriculum and delivery 

using play may be working, or not working, for families in Aotearoa New Zealand.   

  

1.5.1 Research questions   

1. How do facilitators of parent-infant programmes conceptualise and incorporate play in 

their programmes?    

   

2. In what ways and for what purpose do facilitators use parent and child participation in play 

during postnatal parenting education programmes in Aotearoa New Zealand?     

   

3. How effective do facilitators perceive play is as a component of postnatal parenting 

education?   
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2. Method  

 

2.1 Research Design  

The research design drew on some of the fundamental features of qualitative research 

methodology -  

1. There is an emphasis on understanding the topic subjectively.  

2. There are open and exploratory research questions.  

3. The collecting and analysing of data allow for an emergent description of the 

topic and pursue the construction of new understanding rather than testing a 

hypothesis.  

(Elliot and Timulak, 2005)  

A qualitative descriptive method was considered the most appropriate to address the central 

questions of this research. Qualitative description is a simple, broad classification of research 

methodology which, although it has been criticised for a lack of complexity, provides a clear 

and adaptable means of describing phenomena as they are (Sandelowski, 2000). For the 

purposes of this research, ‘descriptive’ relates primarily to the lack of intervention or 

manipulation of an environment or population, focusing on the research objectives to 

describe play in parenting education as it exists in Aotearoa New Zealand presently. Given 

the absence of research available around the development, implementation, and effectiveness 

of different components of parent education in the postnatal period in Aotearoa New Zealand, 

using interviews to gather the lived experiences of facilitators who implement these programs 

was considered a valuable way to contribute to the growth of discourse and research in this 

area.  

Gilgun (2015) proposed that “descriptions are the foundation of both interpretation 

and theory development and that descriptions themselves are not simple to do” (p. 741). 
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Parent-child participation in play was an aspect of parenting education I had observed as an 

early years educator and a parent, and the aim of this research was to explore this further 

through qualitative analysis of how and why play was being conceptualised or utilised in 

postnatal parenting education in real world settings. In a descriptive approach, participants 

are the primary source of information, giving personal accounts of their own practices, and 

inviting researchers to see the world through their eyes (Gilgun, 2015). However, in order to 

connect both manifest and latent themes across participants’ responses, I chose thematic 

analysis as the analytic framework (see section 2.6 below for further description). Thematic 

analysis is particularly effective for extending the ‘description’ of participants’ experiences 

into a broader constructionist approach that promotes interpreting participants’ narratives 

within a sociocultural context (Braun & Clark, 2012). 

Qualitative methodologies are naturally allied with social constructivism and 

recognising the importance of broader contexts and meanings are essential attributes of 

quality in qualitative research (Roller and Lavrakas, 2015). This research is situated in the 

Aotearoa New Zealand context and consideration was given to reflecting a bicultural 

approach that emphasises a more collaborative process of knowledge building and research 

methodology as aligned with Kaupapa Māori research principles (Pihama, 2010). The 

research procedures ensured information was gathered, analysed, and interpreted with 

recognition of the participants and my own sociocultural context.  

The role of the researcher as an active mediator in shaping the research process is a 

distinguishing feature of qualitative research. Reflexivity in qualitative research makes 

visible the part our own experiences and values play in research (Daly, 2007). I have my own 

professional experiences as a facilitator of parenting education and a background in teaching 

and early childhood education. On a personal level I am a parent and have participated as a 

parent in parenting programmes and groups. My most recent academic and professional 
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experiences are in the field of child and family psychology. These elements were salient to 

my own contributions to the data through my engagement and interaction with participants, 

and to the different lenses I used to analyse and interpret the data. A reflective and critical 

position was used to consider and moderate my own views and understandings of participants 

data, alongside academic supervision.  

  

2.2 Ethical Considerations  

A research proposal for this thesis was reviewed and approved by the University of 

Canterbury Human Ethics Committee (Appendix A). Ethical consideration was given to a 

wide range of potential issues, particularly in managing the relationship between 

organisations and facilitators in terms of consent, procedures and confidentiality. It was also 

essential that participants were fully informed of the purpose of the research and methods of 

data collection and storage in relation to audio and Zoom recordings and transcripts. All data 

was collected and stored securely and only accessed by the researcher and supervisors. 

Participants' privacy and confidentiality were considered at all phases of collection and 

analysis. Each participant was assigned a pseudonym which was applied when storing 

information and in reporting results.   

As part of the ethics process, I met with the University of Canterbury College of 

Education, Health, and Human Development Kaiārahi to ensure the research considered a 

bicultural approach to methodology and was culturally appropriate and responsive. In this 

meeting I was encouraged to consider play from the perspectives of other cultures; for 

example, different culturally bound ideas about risk, toys, and play as learning. Importantly, 

we also discussed positioning play as a social and cultural construct, with cultural values and 

practices expressed and transmitted through play. This input was integrated into my 

methodology and interview schedule.  
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2.3 Participant Recruitment   

It was imperative that participant recruitment was done by employing a purposive sampling 

method, a technique which gathers rich information from participants with the most relevant 

experiences to address the research questions (Cresswell & Plano, 2018). Criteria for 

participation was created to access parenting programme and participant eligibility. These 

criteria were designed with the intent of creating a largely homogeneous sample that ensured 

the participants that were recruited had experience in settings that fitted comfortably within 

the scope of my research (Patton, 2015). The criteria emphasised the expertise of trained 

facilitators, the accessibility of services to a wide range of parents and ensured that the focus 

of the programmes aligned with the theory and research that underpinned my research 

questions. To do this, programmes needed to fit the operational definitions I used to frame 

my exploration of theory and literature, hence the provision for universal, planned, and 

participatory modes of delivery of a parent education curriculum in the postnatal period.   

Inclusion criteria   

1. The parenting education programme should –  

a. Have a primary focus of delivering group parent education to parents 

of children 0-2 years old  

b. Be a free, or minimal fee, community-based programme  

c. Provide a planned programme that encourages the regular attendance 

of participants   

d. Include parents and children during some or all of the session in a 

period of structured or unstructured participation in play.  

2. The facilitator should be currently employed (voluntary or paid) by a service 

that provides group parent education in Aotearoa New Zealand.    
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3. The facilitator should be experienced in the delivery of the education 

programme; they will have been in the role for greater than 6 months  

Exclusion criteria  

1. Home-visiting services  

2. Services that include a targeted intervention for a specific issue (e.g., 

behaviour management or addressing trauma issues)  

3. Parent-led services   

Three main national providers of postnatal parenting education in Aotearoa New 

Zealand whose programmes included parent-child participation were identified through 

discussions with academics working in this area and through a systematic internet search for 

potential services. The providers identified as meeting study criteria were Whānau Āwhina 

Plunket, Parenting Place and Parents Centre Aotearoa. These organisations were contacted 

with an email and information sheet (see Appendix B). Organisations replied at a regional or 

national level and agreed to distribute information letters to potential participants working in 

their parenting education programmes (Appendix C). Additionally, I contacted Babies Can 

Play in Canterbury with whom I had professional contacts. My familiarity with this 

programme and its facilitators meant it was an ideal scenario to conduct a pilot interview in 

person, as well as providing more variation in the programmes represented. Programme 

leaders were required to sign a consent form (Appendix D) which provided them the 

opportunity to disclose their organisation’s involvement in this research.  

Facilitators were invited to contact me directly if they were interested in participating 

and additional information and a consent form was provided (please see Appendix E and 

Appendix F). An important part of obtaining rich qualitative data is authentic engagement 

with participants (Taylor et al, 2015) and considerable care was taken from the outset to be 

transparent about the research’s purpose and methodology, and to ensure participants felt like 
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valued and active agents in the research process. Participation was voluntary and participants 

were provided a koha (gift) to acknowledge their time and thank them for their contribution 

to my research.   

  

2.4 Participants   

Seven facilitators of parenting education were recruited and interviewed over a 6-month 

period. All participants were female and were the parents of teenagers or young adults; one 

facilitator was also a grandparent. The participants spoke to their experiences as parents as 

significant in influencing and supporting their work with new parents. Facilitators had been 

working for their organisations between 6- 25 years and had been working as facilitators of 

the parenting programme for a minimum of 6 years. This contributed to a high level of 

insight and understanding of their respective programmes and how they worked for parents. 

Three participants had additional responsibilities as coordinators of parent education within 

their organisation, and two facilitators were involved in the development of content for their 

programmes. One facilitator also provided private consulting and sessions as part of their 

own business.   

Four of the seven participants identified their ethnicities as New Zealand European or 

Pākehā, and three identified as ‘New Zealanders’ but with strong ties to their parent’s cultural 

identities or the countries they had emigrated from (these have not been provided to protect 

individuals from being identifiable). Participants had a range of similar experiences and 

qualifications, including Primary or Early Childhood teaching degrees, Playcentre experience 

and qualifications, and experiences with other parenting programmes (e.g. Toolbox) or with 

playgroups and education (e.g. church groups, La Leche League, etc.)  

The intention was to recruit a balance of participants from each of the key national 

organisations identified, with a geographic spread across Aotearoa New Zealand; however, 
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this was only accomplished to a limited degree. Participants in the end were largely recruited 

from Space (five in total), with a hypothesis that this reflects Space’s closer philosophical 

alignment with play-based learning, particularly as many facilitators have a background in 

Playcentre. One participant facilitated sessions for Plunket, one for Parent’s Centre and one 

for Babies Can Play. Facilitators were located in Southland, Dunedin, Christchurch, and 

Auckland.   

The programmes in which facilitators worked were all aimed at first time parents with 

children aged zero – one year old, however a small number of parents attended with 

subsequent children. The demographics of programmes participants were described by 

facilitators as predominantly Pākehā mothers in their late twenties to early thirties, however 

all groups had variation with ages ranging from nineteen to forty-five. Fathers were more 

likely to attend online sessions, and participation of fathers in regular sessions was considered 

uncommon. Family structures were described as diverse, with single parents, blended 

families and same-sex couples present in some programmes. The location of programmes 

dictated diversity in culture and ethnicity, with demographics reflecting the local area. Many 

programmes had Asian families attending, sometimes in high numbers, with grandparents the 

caregiver that usually attended. Families that were new to Aotearoa New Zealand from many 

different parts of the world were also regular participants. Facilitators commented on a 

noticeable lack of attendance at their programmes by Māori and Pasifika families.   

  

2.5 Semi-structured Interviews  

Interviews provide a strong basis for qualitative research and enable in-depth exploration of 

participants' perspective and experiences (Brinkmann, 2014). The aim of my interview was to 

use participants' narratives to better understand how and why play is currently being used in 

existing postnatal parenting programmes. Interview questions were formulated to collect data 
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to address each research question and the semi-structured format allowed for the emergence 

of ideas and themes to be explored as they arose. The questions also attempted to place the 

attitudes, values and experiences of participants within a sociocultural context. The interview 

format (Appendix G) used a bicultural approach to engagement based on the Hui Process as 

adapted by Pitama et al (2017). This model was chosen as it emphasises relationship building, 

collaboration, and respect, as well as accommodating individual participants’ cultural needs 

as appropriate. The interview questions and how they were related to the aims of this study 

are outlined in Table 3.1 below.   

  

Table 2. 1 

Interview Questions for Facilitators  

Focus of Question  Interview question  

Demographic questions and 

understanding sociocultural context  

What is the title of your role for your organisation?  

  

How long have you been in this position?  

  

What experiences or qualifications do you have that 

help with your role as a facilitator?  

  

Are you a parent or grandparent?  

  

What ethnicity do you identify with?  

  

What gender do you identify with?  

  

In what ways do you think your personal experiences 

and worldview impact the way you view play and its 

role in parenting?  

  

Describe the population you work with in general 

terms (e.g., age of children, demographics, ethnicity, 

gender).  

  

Thinking about the demographics (e.g., gender, 

ethnicity and culture, socioeconomic status, parents’ 

ages) of the families you work with, do you think 

there are any issues I should consider that impact 

parents approaches to and experiences of play within 

your sessions?  
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Focus of Question  Interview question  

RQ1.   How do facilitators of parent-

infant programmes in Aotearoa New 

Zealand conceptualise the role of play 

in infant development and learning and 

incorporate infant-parent play into their 

programme?  

How would you define or describe play as it relates to 

your sessions/programme?  

  

What is your role as a facilitator when parents and 

children are engaged in play during the sessions?  

  

What do you think are the benefits of having parents 

and children participating in play alongside the 

delivery of parent education?  

  

What do you think are the challenges of having 

parents and children participating in play alongside 

the delivery of parent education?  

  

  

RQ2.   In what ways and for what 

purpose do facilitators use parent and 

child participation in play during 

postnatal parent education programmes 

in Aotearoa New Zealand?  

Describe the basic structure for a parent education 

session in your programme.  

  

What is your role when parents and children are 

engaged in play?  

   

How does what you notice during the play 

interactions achieve the objectives or purpose of you 

parent education programme?  

  

RQ3.   What are facilitator 

perspectives on the efficacy and 

acceptability of play as a component of 

a postnatal parenting programme?  

What do you think parents like most about the time 

for play during the sessions? What do you think they 

like least?  

  

How would you compare how parents’ approach or 

value the ‘play’ component compared to the 

‘education’ component of your programme?  

  

Does parents’ participation and attitude to play 

change over the course of the programme?  

  

The first participant was recruited locally in order to carry out an in person, pilot 

interview. This interview was attended by the research supervisor and provided an 

opportunity to review the interview questions and refine my interview skills with feedback 

from the participant and my supervisor. Due to the richness of data acquired through this 

interview and with minimal adjustments necessary in subsequent interviews, we decided to 

retain the information from this interview.   
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Subsequent interviews were conducted as participants were recruited, using Zoom in 

most part due to geographic location, but also in the context of Government Covid 19 

restrictions. Participants were sent a copy of the interview questions two days in advance. 

This gave participants an option of reflecting on questions and was intended to ease any 

nervousness around being interviewed. Participants were advised they did not need to prepare 

any material for the interview and that the interview would take approximately one hour 

(actual interview time varied between 45 and 75 minutes). The first in-person interview was 

recorded with a digital voice recorder and Zoom interviews were recorded by the Zoom 

application to secure cloud storage. Verbatim transcriptions were made of each interview and 

sent to participants for review. They were given one week to make amendments or provide 

additional content after receiving the transcript and none chose to do so.   

Participants were also offered the option of receiving a draft of the results section. 

This was done to further the collaboration with and respect for the voices of the participants 

in the research. This also ensured that data analysis had adequately captured the experiences 

of the facilitators. Feedback from those that responded was integrated into the final 

presentation of results.   

  

2.6 Data Analysis  

Interview data was analysed using thematic analysis based on the principles and processes 

proposed by Braun and Clark (2006). Braun and Clark (2012) assert that thematic analysis 

has become a popular method of qualitative data analysis in its own right, providing a flexible 

and accessible method for identifying, analysing, and describing patterns in data that emerge 

as themes. Qualitative data analysis software, NVivo, was used to organise, analyse, and 

visualise data. The six phases of this process and how I applied each phase to this research is 

outlined in Figure 3.1.   
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Figure 2. 1 

Application of the Phases of Thematic Analysis  

 

Adapted from “Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology,” 2006, by V. Braun and V Clarke, 

Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2). 
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As illustrated in figure 3.1, analysis began with very broad, exploratory coding of 

information and ideas, and these were refined into potential themes as patterns across the data 

set became apparent. Themes were judged to be collections of compatible pieces of 

information that seemed to have a significant connection with the research questions and that 

represented patterns or meaning for all or the majority of participants (Braun & Clark, 2006). 

Codes were moderated for two data items (transcripts) with my supervisor, a process which 

was important in clarifying and deepening my own understanding of the data and how it 

related to the central aims of my research. Unlike other research methodologies, the process 

of writing the results was part of the analysis, rather than being purely summative. The 

process of describing and interpreting the data was done subjectively and with a wide lens for 

organising the data into a wider conceptual framework that connected themes to the 

sociocultural context (Braun & Clark, 2012). Connecting the themes to objectives of the 

research and relevant existing theory and literature was continued in the discussion (Chapter 

4).  
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3. Research Findings  

This chapter endeavours to integrate the many interconnected ideas uncovered through the 

thematic analysis of the facilitators interview transcripts into representative themes that 

address the key questions of this study. Themes are organised under each research question; 

however, it is clear that many of the themes overlap and can be pulled together to form an 

overall ‘map’ from which to understand facilitators perspectives on the use of play in 

postnatal parenting education. These findings reflect an analysis based on a view that 

facilitators’ actions and ideas are the product of their personal experiences and the 

sociocultural context they are situated in.   

Furthermore, I see these largely consistent results as the effect of a very homogenous 

sample, with a strong shared epistemic and experiential base in early years education. The 

interconnecting themes may also be representative of play being such an integral part of the 

way facilitators understand children’s learning and development – “I don’t think you can take 

out play from any of the interactions and any of the discussions that we have about anything 

really” (Sally). Pulling ideas and information apart into thematic divisions was difficult but 

fascinating as the many threads of the literature reviewed, and my own ideas and assumptions 

intersected with but were also challenged through the facilitators’ reflections. I have 

attempted to conceptualize the interrelated nature of the themes described below while also 

refraining from imposing interpretive layers that went beyond the participants’ raw 

descriptions, in an attempt to stay true to the ethos of a qualitative descriptive analytic 

approach. Closer examination of the relationship of my findings to research and theory, and 

the implication and limitations of my results are considered further in the Discussion 

(Chapter 4). 
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3.1 How do Facilitators Conceptualise and Incorporate Play in Parenting Education?  

An important part of unpacking how facilitators used play within their parent education 

programmes was to gain a better understanding of how they viewed play and what underlying 

attitudes, knowledge and values might influence how play was applied with young children 

and parents in their different settings. Facilitators where asked explicitly how they defined 

play within their programmes, but in the end the richest information was revealed more in 

their general discussions about what happens routinely in their programmes. Analysis of the 

full data set resulted in the organisation of their ideas into four main themes that describe 

facilitators shared perspectives of play – play is active exploration; play is simple, play is 

child-centred, and play is learning. These themes permeated the additional themes that 

addressed the research questions and provided a base from which to explore the participants 

use of play as tool for meeting the objectives of their parenting programmes.   

Part of what instigated this research was my wonderings about how play is practically 

applied in postnatal parent education in Aotearoa New Zealand. When parents and infants 

attended these classes together, I was curious to know how purposefully and with what 

intentions play was utilised by facilitators within the scope of their programmes. Facilitators 

were asked to provide an outline of how their sessions were normally formatted and a 

summary of where play was likely to occur in their sessions and the types of play used is 

summarised in sections 3.1.5 and 3.1.6.   

 

3.1.1. Play is Active Exploration   

There was striking repetition throughout all facilitator’s transcripts that play was seen as an 

act of exploration by children. I used both an attachment theory based model to classify 

exploration in analysis (Huber et al, 2018), as well as more traditional education concepts of 

exploration, primarily those established within the curriculum strand Exploration/Mana 
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Aotūroa in Te Whāriki (Ministry of Education, 2017). Facilitators did not ignore the 

relational aspects of play, referencing concepts such as “attachment,” “serve and return” and 

“attunement,” but they certainly expressed a very robust belief in play being about the child’s 

independent discovery of their environment.  

All of the facilitators cited some element of dynamic interaction as a key component 

of what made an experience play which I interpreted as part of characterizing play as an 

active process. Jenny described play as “any interaction between baby and their environment, 

so whether that is with specific you know toys or objects that are around them, or whether it's 

with the parent or whether it's with the person sitting next to them.” Similarly, Christine 

emphasised interaction and exploration in her definition – “...play is kind of almost any 

interaction…because it's all about the child learning about the world and themselves and 

their bodies and language. And all of those sorts of things are exploring themselves and the 

world…”   

This concept of play was supported by facilitators descriptions of play as active, as 

opposed to passive. It is something that babies do in relationship with their environment or 

others, not something that is done to or for them. One of the ways this was expressed by 

facilitators was in comparing their approach to play with that of other programmes available 

for children in the community -  

“…our sessions are really slow and sparse, it’s not the singing and dancing thing 

…there are programmes out there that are all about that you know, that are selling that 

fact the brain is growing in the first three years so therefore you just have to cram them 

full of stuff.” (Sally)  

The view of play being independent exploration was seen by some facilitator’s as perhaps 

being in conflict with attitudes of parents and counter to the messages that parents were 

getting about play in their wider systems - “…this approach is also not in your face play, it’s 
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not “look at this, look at this” which we see a lot at the beginning” (Sally). I considered this 

perspective of facilitators as possibly indicative of their own experiences and a generational 

or culturally different approach to children, play and parenting. For example, quite a few 

facilitators lamented the absence of independent, unsupervised play for children compared to 

what they had enjoyed in their own childhoods.  

“I don't think there was so much playing with your children. I remember, I'm sure she 

[mother] read to me and sang to me and all that lovely stuff, but I think parents these 

days do things a little bit differently… nobody tracked you on a mobile phone, you just 

went out, played and came back when it was dark, you know that kind of thing.” 

(Angela)  

There was an undercurrent that children needed to be given time and space to play 

and explore the world in their own way, and that their independent experiences of the world 

fostered learning and development.   

“And how with play babies like to practice things over and over again, so you know, 

don't worry. If you think they need a new toy passed to them, if they're still into this toy 

or this thing in the treasure basket, then just leave them and you don't have to interrupt 

them all the time. It's actually really good for them to learn to do something by 

themselves.” (Angela)  

I think essentially facilitators interpreted their main role in play, and that of parents, as to 

encourage the autonomy of children to makes choices and discover the world of their own 

volition. This is clearly articulated in this comment from Christine -  

“We have a quote, that if I have people around me all the time, all I learn is how to be 

lonely. And it's the same with play, if you're interacting with me all the time I don't know 

how to do it by myself.”  
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3.1.2. “Less is More”  

“As opposed to, ‘Well I need to have baby Einstein on the TV and we need to have 

nursery rhymes playing and I need to have 15 things on my play gyms’. No, no, my 

mantra is less is more, you are enough.” (Michelle)  

It seemed that facilitators wanted to communicate to me, and to the children and parents in 

their programmes, an impression of play as something that should be seen as uncomplicated. 

Part of this could be related to desiring play to be seen as something accessible to families. 

As illustrated in the quote above from Michelle, this perspective also places value on the 

‘everyday’ things that parents do that promote learning and relationships in those early 

years.   

There was also significant attention given to simple and natural environments, slow 

and mindful practices, and unstructured play. Facilitators were cautious about providing too 

many resources or activities during sessions and seemed to want to provide a contrast to what 

they saw as hectic or overstimulating environments for children - “…sometimes we have to 

cover things up so that it doesn’t get overwhelming and too much for the babies… sometimes 

we say let's just be quiet and watch” (Sally). This concept of play as being based on the 

provision of simple, open-ended and natural resources, with an emphasis on adult attention 

rather than adult stimulation, firmly locates these facilitators within an early education 

framework of play. It is important to remember that early childhood education play 

environments and pedagogical methods do occupy a different context to parenting, and 

facilitators must find a balance between education and parenting philosophies that is coherent 

for parents. The fact facilitators were parents themselves made this balance easier to achieve, 

and as covered below in section 3.2.4, they did show an acute awareness of how play 

approaches would and could be transferred to a home environment.   
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As is suggested throughout the results, facilitators approaches to play often felt in 

conflict with the expectations and constructs of play that parents brought with them. Jenny 

shows this understanding when she recognises the influence of parents’ upbringing and 

familial influences -   

 “Some parents come in with, with definitely set ideas you know, as to what they're going 

to provide their child with as far as play is concerned. Other parents, I think it's dictated 

with what has been around for the family, what might be around for the nieces and 

nephews all of that sort of thing as far as play is concerned. I don't feel as though there's 

many that have an understanding of the heuristic or loose parts play, or that open ended 

play, like I don't think there's many that come with that understanding. So, it's lovely to 

be able to offer that for them I suppose.”  

Many facilitators made specific references to Asian cultural groups when asked about 

social or cultural factors that they saw as influencing parents approaches to play. There was a 

view that parents with Asian backgrounds (which for some facilitators was a significant 

demographic of families attending) had experiences and attitudes towards play that contrasted 

to the concept of play as simple and requiring minimal adult input.   

“A lot of our Asian parents talk about the fact that you know they had lots of classes and 

things so being left to play completely by themselves wasn't necessarily something that 

they did. And so, you know we say to them it's OK, a lot of parents are worried that you 

know they have to interact with each other all the time.” (Christine)  

“ I think, particularly some Asian cultures, where play has not been I guess necessarily 

valued as much as it might, there tends to be more emphasis on the work side of play, 

rather than the play side of play, or the fun side of play and I mean, it has been our 

experience that several of our parents have also been brought up by grandparents in that 
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culture, so that's probably even less likely to involve play. Because it's another 

generation ago.” (Teresa)  

Facilitators had experience working with families from many different ethnicities and cultural 

backgrounds and their observations are taken as accurate depictions of what they interpret 

families are expressing to them. However, it is difficult to understand how much of this view 

is contributed to by stereotypes of Asian families approaches to learning, particularly given 

the diversity of cultures with Asian countries. The definitions of and values in play are 

culturally constructed, and it seems that this shared concept of play the facilitators have could 

be challenging to many parents who are exposed to a multitude of other play ideas, toys and 

activities that promote different ideals of what resources look like, and what the adult’s role 

in play is.   

I believe there was a latent idea within this concept that was touched on in 

participant’s narratives but was not directly connected by them to conversations about 

simplicity in play. That is the mental wellbeing of parents, in particular the anxiety of new 

mothers responding to the sociocultural pressures to do everything ‘right’ for their babies. 

Facilitators particularly referred to parents in their programmes who had come from 

professional jobs as especially susceptible to anxiety about being good enough, struggling to 

“justify” their value and worth in their new role as a parent and “thinking too hard and too 

much” (Sally). Lisa was upfront about her observations of professional parents struggling to 

adjust to parenthood - 

“So, when it comes to parenting a baby, I believe that sometimes it's my lawyers and my 

doctors and my accountants that actually struggle more than my 18-year-old who's on 

their own, because those lawyers are used to going into work and having everything 

organized and having a tick list … You know this baby does not fit into this perfect life. 

So how do I think it [the parenting programme] helps? I think it's the space.”  



57 
 

Facilitators were very aware of and proactive in addressing their concerns for the mental 

health of new parents and promoted play as an activity where “less is more” and that did not 

hold any pressure or require overthinking. Rather, play was described as something calm and 

centring for parents and children, and a means to find space for connection and reflection -    

“So just giving them permission to kind of let go, spend the day in your pyjamas. And 

just get down on the floor and hang out with your little person and know that you are 

growing and developing a brain and you're making this wonderful connection.” 

(Michelle)  

 

3.1.3. Play is Child-centred  

It was noticeable reading the transcripts that central to how facilitators think and plan for play 

in their sessions was the needs of the tamariki. Having worked in early childhood education 

and parenting programmes myself, I am familiar with the aroha and respect the majority of 

adults working in this area have for children. It was encouraging still to hear so evidently the 

way facilitators in this study placed children at the heart of play and learning. Facilitators 

encouraged parents to take a similar stance, to focus on the children’s needs and wishes, and 

to see the world through the eyes of their child - “I think the philosophy around that is giving 

things a go and looking at things through your baby's eyes” (Angela). Michelle was open 

about challenges with parents who found it hard to shift their focus to their child - “I’m 

finding it more so now that a lot of parents are coming in and it's all about them, as opposed 

to about the little person – “Oh I’m so exhausted” and trying to take the focus away” 

(Michelle).   

That is not to say that facilitators saw focusing on children’s needs as exclusive of 

parents having their own needs met, indeed parents needs to express their feelings, socialise 

and be supported were regularly mentioned as important to facilitators. It was more that 
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facilitators saw their sessions as an opportunity to prioritise parents’ attention on noticing and 

responding to their child’s cues and experiencing playful interactions –   

“You don't come to ignore your baby; you come and spend some time with the baby … 

And I really like seeing when people are getting into the singing and they're just tickling 

their baby or whatever you're supposed to be doing, you know? And then, it's like nobody 

else is there in a way, they really kind of get into it” (Angela)  

Facilitators appeared to view play as a way of refocusing parents on their children and 

creating an environment where the child was the primary focus free of distractions. For 

example, parents were strongly encouraged to stay off mobile phones and the sessions were 

described by some facilitators as a time for parents to be free of other work or 

responsibilities. They also modelled being child-centred through their own flexibility in 

adapting their programme formats in response to the needs of children and in particular in the 

way play spaces were set up as safe and welcoming for children to explore their interests -   

“...we just clear the space so that everything is safe for them, so the parents don't’ have 

to worry. And we say look they’re free to crawl, they’re not going to do any damage to 

anything. We kind of make it big enough, clear enough for the parents to see what 

they’re doing from where they’re sitting at. We open things up that we think the babies 

are onto next like the animals, or the block areas, or the wooden cars, or we have steps 

for them to go over, and tunnels and things like that.” (Sally)  

Recurring vocabulary used by facilitators was that of parents ‘being present’ which to 

me was entangled with this idea of play being conceptualised as child-focused or focusing. 

Not only did play serve the purpose of prioritising parents' attention, but it also encouraged 

parents to be in the moment with their child, fully present, and engaged. Sally put this in the 

context of supporting reciprocal adult-child interactions - “If you are not present because you 

are in your head or worried and whatever, then you’re not a play partner, you’re not 
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returning any of those serves you know”. Additionally, play was used to help parents embrace 

where their child was currently at developmentally, with facilitators using discourse around 

encouraging parents to notice what babies are doing, or were capable of, rather than focusing 

on the next step - “you’re just encouraging parents to slow down a little bit with the 

parenting and be present with where their child's at, without thinking of what they're going to 

be doing next.” (Jenny)   

How facilitators articulated their choice of play equipment and activities as those that 

promoted the agency of the child also supported this theme. Facilitator's view of play as an 

activity directed by the child was reflected in reiterations of the idea that their role was to 

provide resources and a safe environment but then to step back – “Our role is to notice 

what’s out there, set up for play, so you know provide the play equipment, but then we’re kind 

of hands off.” (Sally)   

Only a few facilitators overtly referenced the parent-child relationship when 

addressing how play was characterised in their programme. That is not to say that the parent-

child relationship was absent in their thinking, I think their role as facilitators in promoting 

this was much more evident in their promotion of responsive reading of babies’ cues by 

parents. Through play and through caregiving during sessions, facilitators said that parents 

were encouraged to respond to children's needs and follow their cues and interests - “Parents 

are encouraged to attend to their children's needs, whether it be feeding, or you know getting 

up and walking around, and settling, and all of that sort of thing” (Jenny).  

  

3.1.4. Play is Learning  

Central to facilitators’ beliefs about play was the fundamental idea that play promotes 

learning. This is a key tenet of early childhood education in Aotearoa New Zealand and as 

discussed in Chapter 1 is why play is an important component of parenting education, 
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whether it is participatory or not. Facilitators did not generally talk about learning outcomes 

in relation to curriculum objectives, although some programmes operating within early 

childhood settings did provide records of children’s learning –  

“So, we need to be proving that there is some learning… “What do you think your baby 

learns if we were doing chia seed slime?” …like we are just not here to play, that hey, 

even though it was fun and we're playing but actually did you realize this is what your 

child was learning?” (Lisa)  

The broader emphasis was on communicating this message about play to parents so they 

could understand the importance of play in supporting children’s learning. I think there was a 

hope that if parents were able to see the value in play as the facilitators did, that they would 

be more inclined to prioritise play in their parenting - “It's like helping the parents to become 

aware of the fact that they are learning, the baby's learning all the time, and they're learning 

in combination with the parent as opposed to independently of the parent or caregiver” 

(Teresa)  

 There was also a common feeling from facilitators that parents believed that 

‘learning’ was something that happened out ‘there’, done by experts or teachers. This was 

different to facilitators concept of learning as through play as children explored their own 

world, which was identified multiple times as their home environment.  

“If you are out every day doing this, that and the other and then there is no time for kind 

of just chilling out for them to observe, you know like if they are in a structured 

environment then they’re not going be able to watch.” (Sally)  

  

3.1.5. Play Within Programmes  

All facilitators outlined formats that followed an intentional structure and planning, with 

clearly defined rituals or routines such as songs and karakia (Māori prayer or blessing) to 
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begin and end sessions. Play was mentioned as both an opportunity to keep babies ‘busy’ 

during content delivery or social times for parents, and as a specific component that was 

purposeful and planned. With philosophical roots in the Playcentre movement, and a format 

comparable with facilitated playgroups, Space and Babies Can Play were the programmes 

where facilitators put the most emphasis on play. Play was seen by these facilitators as 

integral, even inseparable from the other elements of their programmes. In contrast, for 

Plunket and Parents Centre, play was less the focus of planning and the curriculum, but as 

was case for other participants, was driven by the value facilitators put on play, and their 

individual expertise and knowledge in child development and learning. Facilitators described 

their responsibility for setting up the play environment for sessions with parents and infants, 

and in selecting resource and activities. However, facilitators did not seem cognizant of how 

this act transmitted attitudes and values about play and parenting. How this aspect of their 

role could have an influence on parents and parent-child interaction will be discussed further 

in Chapter 4.   

  

3.1.6. Types of Play  

The prominence of certain types of play, both in terms of components of programmes, and in 

terms of conversations with facilitators about play beliefs, showed a valuing of play activities 

that communicated, or reinforced facilitators concepts of play to parents. Programmes utilised 

play as either a structured or unstructured activity with a common emphasis on three types of 

play – heuristic, outdoor and sensory play.  

 One of the most quoted types of play that was illustrative of facilitator’s 

conceptualisations of play as explorative, simple, and child-directed was heuristic play. The 

use of everyday objects to encourage and stimulate children’s’ sensory exploration of the 

world was consistent across all facilitators and was central to many of their discussions about 
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what they understood play to be, and what they wanted parents to experience and learn about 

from their sessions. Heuristic play philosophies emphasise children’s active exploration 

based on their own choices and with objects that are open-ended (Goldschmied & Jackson, 

1994). Facilitators clearly articulated and talked frequently about various aspects of heuristic 

play.  

“We’re tending to lean towards sort of loose parts play, that sort of environment...That’s 

when we're talking about play and we're talking about the importance of the heuristic 

play and you know, encouraging creativity and imagination and all of that sort of thing 

with play.” (Jenny)  

“We do a talk about the treasure basket. We make clear what we do. You know like it's 

just not that we don’t have anything to do – “No we’re just really lazy and we’ve just 

thrown things in a basket for you because we don’t have the budget [sarcasm].” (Sally)  

“I think it's, with your heuristic play baskets, that you don't need that plastic fantastic, 

you don't have to go out and buy that toy. Actually, you know, what have you got in your 

cupboard? You only need to have a box, or you're out walking - what have you seen at 

the beach or in the forest or whatever. So, you can start putting things together and all of 

our playthings I’d like to think it's stuff that you've got around the house.” (Lisa)  

It was notable that despite outdoor or ‘nature’ play featuring in all facilitator 

transcripts, very few were able to routinely provide this sort of play during sessions due to 

limitations of their facilities. Where outdoor spaces were available for children's exploration, 

facilitators expressed a desire for simple and basic provision of ‘toys’ or adult guidance, 

firmly accentuating the independent exploration of the child of new experiences.   

“And then outside play as well, as they get older we do the outside play and warm days 

you know they like to explore the sandpit, whatever else is on offer. Water we tend not to 
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put out too much, like in the sandpit we don’t put out all the digging implements 

whatever. We want them to start off exploring with their hands.” (Sally)  

Facilitators that could not use outdoor spaces still encouraged parents to consider 

outdoor experiences as essential for children’s learning. Michelle spoke about the 

international research that promotes play in nature and even though children did not play 

outdoors in her sessions, this sort of play was strongly promoted - “I look at the nature based 

play as well because now we're living such sedentary lives, we’re on screens and in an 

indoor environment, so we need that balance of getting little people outside moving.” A 

number of facilitators talked about enhancing their regular programmes by planning 

excursions to community facilities that provided additional outdoor activities with water, 

sand and nature, for example trips to the swimming pool, the beach and the botanical 

gardens.   

Heuristic and outdoor play both tap into the idea of children’s learning being 

embedded in naturalistic experiences, using their senses to learn about the world. Sensory 

play incorporates this type of unstructured, free exploration as well as more intentional 

provision of toys, resources and activities that activate children’s sight, sound, smell, taste, 

touch. While facilitators were earnest about parents simplifying play and using ‘found’ or 

everyday objects for play, there was a converse emphasis in some programmes on providing 

sensory experiences that could also be described as ‘messy play’. These sort of play activities 

required adult preparation and supervision and included things like “gloop” “slime,” paint 

and water. Children’s and parents' participation in this messy play was seen as a way of 

encouraging parents to “have a go” and participate with their children in a planned activity 

together, one that could be easily replicated at home.  

“It may be something that they sort of don't really see the benefits of necessarily and 

especially if it involves getting messy and then they've got to have a change of clothes 
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and you know those sorts of things. But I think all we can do is put them at ease and try 

to talk through like all the different benefits of it and what they’re going to learn from it. 

But also, how much fun it is…that once they do engage, then it is actually fun.” (Teresa)   

  

3.1.7 Summary  

Understanding and being able to analyse the themes of facilitators discourse about play 

enabled some of the underlying beliefs and values facilitators held about play to be revealed. 

The way facilitators conceptualised play had a considerable influence on the way they 

communicated play to parents and how they incorporated play into their programmes. The 

four themes of play as explorative, simple, child-centred, and a mechanism for learning were 

interwoven with an image of the infant as agentic and capable, in unison with seeing parents 

as vital partners in learning and development. Concepts of play were conveyed in programme 

structures, and I discovered that despite organisational differences particular types of play 

dominated all parent education programmes.   

  

3.2. In What Ways and for What Purpose do Facilitators Use Parent and Child 

Participation in Play During Postnatal Parenting Education Programmes in Aotearoa 

New Zealand?  

Integral to this research was trying to uncover how and why facilitators in Aotearoa New 

Zealand utilise play in their sessions to meet the objectives of postnatal parenting education. 

The analysis of the data revealed how this was accomplished via the role of facilitators in 

communicating, promoting, and participating in play during parent education. Facilitators 

used play to enhance their content by making connections between observable play and new 

information, and empowering parents to understand their important role in play and learning. 

Facilitators also reflected on their role in delivering and filtering information about play and 
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development to parents, and how parents’ new knowledge of play could be transferred to 

their wider home and community life.  

  

 3.2.1 Making Connections to Programme Content  

Having children present on sessions to participate in play alongside or with parents was 

considered by facilitators as an opportunity to make their parenting curriculums come to life - 

“It complements what we talk about…it doesn't make sense to present just the content without 

actually having that practical play activity there happening” (Christine). Facilitators showed 

a strong background of knowledge and experience in child development, and I think that their 

ability to use play as a means to share this knowledge with parents makes them considerable 

assets to the programmes they deliver. A few facilitators spoke about parent’s lack of 

experience with young children which resulted in a limited understanding of what ‘normal’ or 

typical development looked like. It is significant then that it was apparent that facilitators 

were highly proactive in providing age-appropriate expectations and play activities - “The 

best results come from offering play and offering that experience where the kids are at” 

(Jenny).  

The notion of normalizing typical childhood behaviours and experiences with parents 

was seen as an important task of play-based experiences. Play was used to illustrate 

development in action.   

“Sometimes the parent thinks, “My baby is too young, they’re not doing anything, they 

fall asleep, they don’t even hear the music at the end because they’re too tired.” And I 

just explain about that, at first they are oblivious to what's happening around them, their 

eyes are just focused on the parent the whole time. And so we say that is playing, when 

they are lying there just looking, listening to the music, engaging with the parent or even 

just looking at each other and holding each other’s hand [other babies] …that’s playing. 
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And that’s what they’re getting, the whole experience, and soon enough they will be able 

to move, crawl to the treasure basket, ...and soon enough they’ll be off and doing their 

thing.” (Sally)  

Sally’s quote provides an example of facilitators taking opportunities to expand parents’ 

understanding of play and development through conversation and careful observation of 

babies with the parent. In a similar way, Christine does this in her explanation of ‘peek-a-

boo', providing parents with additional information to enhance their knowledge and 

appreciation of infants play that may appear insignificant –   

“We do talk about the value of those sort of games. I even go into a little bit [how] it's a 

bit of that sort of good stress. You know, when a baby's covered absolutely with a scarf 

and then it's sort of they calm down again when you reappear, so we put a little bit of 

theory in there as well”.   

Teresa illustrated how she could use her knowledge of infant development to help parents 

navigate the balance between allowing their young babies opportunities to explore with 

concerns about safety -   

“[Parent’s say] “Oh but they're going to put it in their mouth” and all that sort of thing, 

so we talk about the mouthing and why they mouth and how that relates to what they’re 

learning…like they all get really worried that they're going to eat the sand, they’re going 

to eat the paint you know, which they do. I mean I’d be lying to them if I said “Oh no 

they’ll be fine” or it will never go near their mouth at all…”   

In this regard, facilitators identified new parents as being particularly anxious and uncertain 

about what babies should and shouldn’t be able to access during play, and the expertise of the 

facilitators as educators, coupled with their own experience as parents, enabled them to ease 

parent’s fears and support them to expand the opportunities for babies with appropriate 

consideration to risks and boundary setting.   
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One of the messages facilitators were eager to share with parents in their curriculum 

was that while there are certainly milestones and trajectories that are typical for children in 

infancy and toddlerhood, each child was unique. Observing children in play provided ample 

chances for facilitators to comment on and highlight babies’ individual strengths and 

differences.  

“A lot of our discussions are about what's normal for babies, but the purpose is so that 

the parents aren’t sitting there worried - are their babies sleeping enough, are they 

moving… am I doing a good job, am I doing enough? They’re not rolling, that one’s 

rolling, you know, mine’s not moving at all”. (Sally)  

“I want them to take away this feeling of my baby's doing what it should be doing…it's a 

process, it's a journey. So it's telling them that it's OK to be different as well and it's not 

that they are behind, it’s that they're focusing on something else at the moment and then 

that will happen” (Michelle)  

Michelle and Sally’s approach to managing parents' expectations and anxiety about their 

child’s development, particularly in comparison with other infants, is a good example of how 

the intentional support and guidance for parents provided by these facilitators could contrast 

with the messages their participants could receive when socialising on their own with other 

parents.   

 A few facilitators made specific reference to using play as a way to talk about and 

model how to support children’s play with each other. The opportunity for parents to observe 

their children interact with others in play with the support of a skilled facilitator was a unique 

aspect of these parenting programmes. Facilitators were able to allay parents worries about 

children hurting each other and model developmentally appropriate understandings of what 

sharing and interacting with peers at this young age look like–   
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“We talk out loud to the parents, modelling ways to handle conflict as well, not conflict 

but you know they’ll be crawling and chewing each other’s toes and we’ll just narrate 

that and then say “Oh you want that, you’re both interested in the same thing” so the 

parents are not too worried about what the babies are doing” (Sally)  

“We do point that out, you know because it's not that babies aren't properly playing with 

each other kind of thing, but they are interested in each other, and you know they’re 

primed for that sort of being social and as soon as a couple can crawl then they go and 

investigate somebody else's hair or eyes or toy. We also use that as an opportunity to say 

look they're not you know, some people say things like “Oh they’re bullying so and so,” 

and no, it’s exploring.” (Angela)  

“Notice” or “noticing” was one of the most frequently used words across all of the 

transcripts and I think this speaks to the way play was used as a tool by facilitators. I could 

see that facilitators used ‘noticing’ as a strategy for connecting parents with content, 

reminding them of a concept or skill that they had discussed in the context of their child 

actually practicing it. Importantly they also promoted parental reflection by encouraging 

parents to think about their child’s own internal state and motivations. Facilitators generally 

approached their roles as ‘teachers’ with subtilty, using noticing to work alongside parents. 

They talked about using deliberate observations of children’s play to draw attention to 

aspects of children’s social, emotional or physical development rather than overt teaching of 

content as an ‘expert’-  

“If a baby tends to reach out and take something from the parent then we, you know, I’ll 

take notice of that, and we'll talk about that sort of aspect of it…“Hey I’m noticing that 

baby's doing that” or “Oh my goodness look at that” or “I see they're not putting the 

hands on it, but they're enjoying it with their feet” (Jenny)  
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3.2.2 Empowering Parents  

On the whole facilitators firmly established a belief that their role was to provide information 

and experiences that empowered parents to be feel confident in their own parenting. Play was 

seen as a method for achieving this, positioning the parents as the experts of their own 

children.   

“We’re mindful not to take over because the parents are there. Our role is not playing, 

not directly playing with the children… I just don’t want to disempower the parents 

because we are experienced parents and they are new parents, that sort of thing.” 

(Sally)  

This is an interesting dynamic because in many ways the facilitators are the experts – they 

have lived experience as parents, and they have additional training and skills. Despite this, it 

seemed important to facilitators that parents were able to generate their own ideas and 

contribute to the content of the sessions. Many facilitators commented on needing to respect 

parents’ experiences as distinctly different from their own, acknowledging that although they 

too were parents, it was likely that today’s parents had their own challenges and ideas –   

“As facilitators we try and sit back and not participate, although often we do end up but 

we let them have, you know, they've got lots of knowledge between them and we want 

them to share that and also our kids tend to be older, so they’re a little bit closer to the 

coalface…I think it's really important that as a facilitator we're aware of that, like we do 

have the knowledge and there will be times when it will be more kind of like teaching in a 

way, but like I try to remind myself all the time how important it is to ask questions about 

either their own knowledge of something or what their experience of something is.” 

(Angela)  

An element of encouraging parents’ confidence was in helping parents see the value 

in their role as “play partners” and “first educators”. There were interesting discussions with 
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a couple of facilitators about how play is often given less attention in the first year compared 

with topics like feeding and sleeping. Michelle described her frustration with the 

preoccupation with feeding and sleeping that would regularly derail other content delivery.   

“The focus so much in those early months is on the sleeping and the feeding that the 

development side gets lost and what I find is they're all connected, they’re super 

connected. So if we can take the focus off the sleeping and feeding and let's focus on - 

okay let's read, let's see what happens when I read to my baby, or what if we do a little 

bit of upside down time - and that takes off that “Oh what time did they wake up and 

what time do you have to get them to bed and how much have they had to eat?” and 

gives them another perspective for how they're growing and developing these little 

people …” (Michelle)  

While it is evident that topics like starting solids and sleep are closely covered in the 

curriculums of the programmes included in this study, the inclusion of play as an activity or 

topic provides an alternative perspective for how parents can nurture children’s growth and 

learning.  

Another aspect of empowering parents evident in the interviews, was facilitators’ 

discussion of how parents were faced with identity challenges as new parents. According to 

the facilitators the majority of parents attending their programmes have left paid employment 

to become parents. They talked about the way this role change can cause parents to 

experience insecurity about their self-worth and a feeling of losing one’s identity. The 

transition to parenthood is a known time of vulnerability and challenge for many whānau and 

facilitators saw play as an opportunity to provide some reassurance and validation of the 

important work parents were doing caring for their new baby.   

“To know that they are enough, to know that, just letting go as well because, again, most 

of them have come from very structured formal [backgrounds], and where they've had so 
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much feedback on how well they are doing you know…and then they get into this 

environment where there's no measure of how well they are achieving this, this new role 

that they've got.” (Michelle) 

One of the ways some facilitators (six out of seven) delivered content to enhance 

parenting confidence in play-based activities was visiting new places in the community. 

Facilitators saw these outings as a way to extend their play curriculum, particularly when 

their facilities were limited. But they also highlighted how effective these community outings 

were in providing new experiences for parents with the support of facilitators and peers. 

Teresa described visiting the local swimming pool for their ‘water play’ sessions -   

“We find with the pool, for example, if they've not been there, or they're frightened about 

taking a baby by themselves there because you know they don't know where the facilities 

are, they don't know if they can take a pram in, or you know. So that means they can 

come, they feel confident because there's somebody else there.”  

Connecting parents with the wider community and identifying play spaces and opportunities 

in their local environment through positive experiences is a way to build authentic support, 

and the social capital of new parents, especially for those who may be in new communities or 

are not well connected.   

 

3.2.3 Providing and Filtering Information About Play  

The abundance of information available to parents online, from their social groups 

and the media about parenting and child development was part of many discussions I had 

with facilitators, and they were reflective about how this impacted their roles, especially in 

terms of play. Play was seen as an area parents were targeted in terms of the marketing of 

products and promotion by businesses. There was a concern that parents felt a lot of pressure 

to purchase toys or resources to support play –   
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“Often they'll think well my baby needs this piece of furniture and these books, these toys 

in order for them to be genius children and the kind of, the overwhelming sense of relief - 

you see their shoulders kind of drop when they realize that actually no, you know simply 

me taking my little person for a walk down to the letter box is as engaging …and that is 

so so valuable.” (Michelle)  

It was acknowledged that parents are exposed to a wide range of information about 

many aspects of parenting that is often not appropriate, sound or evidence-based. One of the 

roles of in-person facilitation was seen as a means of supporting parents to be critical of 

messages and ideas they were given, using ’real’ people to gain perspective –   

“I think one of the things we stress, you know at different times, is it's really good to talk 

to real people and have a network of friends and people who know what they're talking 

about, like trusted doctors or whatever. Not just sit at home googling and worrying about 

everything, because you could Google how to play with a baby and but yeah, I think 

that's another benefit, that it is nice to have some real people there. So that's another 

main thing of it - that it's about helping each other. Not googling but speaking to lots of 

real people with different experiences. (Angela)  

Almost all of the facilitators saw their primary role in content delivery as facilitation. 

There was an attitude that they could provide some information and suggestions but that 

ultimately parents had to make decisions about what was the best fit for their families. To me 

this stance creates a tension for facilitators as they are forced to try and find a balance 

between providing and filtering information as a trusted ‘expert’ and empowering parents.  

“Right from the word go we have the discussion with the parents, about the fact that we 

are simply one source of information for them and what's just as important for us is that 

they have the encouragement and support that they gain from each other and the ideas 

that they gain from each other, and so they have to filter all of that through and work out 
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what's right for their family so, yeah that’s, that’s what I like to emphasize right from the 

word go. Is that whatever they hear or whatever they pick up it's got to be right for 

them” (Jenny)  

There are links here with themes of play being seen as simple and being valued as something 

that happens within the parent child relationship and exploration at home. External (and often 

expensive) activities for children to participate in such as swimming lessons, baby movement 

or sensory classes, were seen by facilitators as an added burden, financially and time wise. 

These activities were perceived to be advertised to parents as necessary rather than optional 

extras for promoting learning and development. Facilitators wanted to provide contrary 

experiences and information that encouraged parents to be aware and curious about the 

validity and relevance of these messages.  

“They are also often really strongly pressured to attend X, Y and Z as far as 

extracurricular activities go. So often around that three to six months we get - you must 

sign up for swimming, xxxxx xxxxxxx, xxxxxx xxxxx, xxxxxx xxxxx And so I talk about that 

a lot, because they get this ping ping ping ping ping and you know every day - I’m at 

xxxxx one day, I’m at swimming lessons. Back up the bus people, let's talk about the 

science behind where their little brain is at and that really a home-based environment is 

so so beneficial” (Michelle)    

 

3.2.4 Transferring Skills to Home   

 The ability for parents to apply the knowledge and experiences gained in a parenting class on 

their own at home is an indicator of a quality programme that meets the objectives of 

effective parent education. As outlined above (section 3.2.2), fostering parenting confidence 

through play experiences was identified as important to facilitators. They also had a very 

strong focus on providing ideas, resources, and experiences that parents would feel confident 
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and motivated to use at home. The types of ideas and activities tied closely into the 

facilitator’s beliefs about play and the types of play that promote this approach, for example 

use of heuristic or found objects and toys or activities that developed learner agency.  

“We’ve made like shakers out of like those travel bottles...with some water and glitter 

and maybe some sequins and food colouring...this new one that we've started doing, well 

we've demonstrated on Zoom, is a tugging box where it's just, it doesn't even have to be a 

whole box, a piece of card and it’s got ribbons and you tie the ribbons and then they're 

pulling it through, and then they pulling it back through. We also do a scarf tin like that 

which is a formula tin or an ice cream container with a hole in it and then tying together 

scarves like the clown that you know used to bring the things out, like that. So we make 

that with them and that's quite easy that one. And a posting box out of an ice cream 

container with milk bottle lids. So all stuff that they would have already at home.” 

(Teresa)  

It was evident that facilitators actively thought about and were deliberate with 

their provision of play concepts and resources that they felt were transferable to the home 

environment. This was particularly true for facilitators like Christine who incorporated 

‘messy’ play into their curriculums -   

“You can see that they wouldn't have had that confidence to do it at home without having 

first had that introduction with somebody who knew what they were doing and already 

had that confidence. So they come in at the beginning of the session with, I wouldn't be 

doing this at home completely by myself. But having done the session they go, OK, this 

isn't actually as scary as I thought it might be or as impractical”.  

There was also a desire to provide flexibility and tailor play ideas to suit parents in a 

way that demonstrated playing at home with your child was easy and didn’t require any 

special equipment or planning.   
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“So just introducing in the ideas that you can do this at home so like, for example, 

painting, if you don't like the idea of painting, and I never did particularly...like you can 

put paint in a bag and they can squish it around, you can put it on the high chair tray 

and they can squish it around, but then they’re strapped in and they can't put that all 

over the wall or wherever you know. And you can put paper on the top of the high chair 

tray still and you've got a picture at the end of it, you know, and so we try to give them 

other ways of doing it, engaging with the same thing but maybe not in the way that they 

think “Oh, this is going to be too hard to do at home”. So painting with water outside, it 

doesn't have to be hard.” (Teresa)  

 

3.2.5 Summary  

Play was used as both curriculum content and as a mode of delivering experiential learning 

for parents and children. Facilitators were proactive and intentional in using play to 

communicate ideas about parenting and child development. Although they themselves 

provided a programme outside of the home, they were deliberate in promoting the importance 

of the home environment for learning and they worked hard to ensure parents were equipped 

with the knowledge and skills to transfer play concepts to their everyday contexts.   

  

3.3 How Effective is Play as a Component of Postnatal Parenting Education?  

The final research question aimed to consider how well facilitators perceived play to be 

effective in term of their programme’s objectives. Did the feedback they have accumulated, 

or observations of parents and children lead them to perceive play as a successful component 

of parenting education? The desired outcomes of parent education programmes are discussed 

above in Chapter 1; but in summary, at a minimum, parent education should deliver content 

that is helpful, relevant, and transferable to real world interactions. The purpose of this 
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component of the study was not to review or collect information about the actual programme 

content; rather, the purpose was to examine how parent-child participation in play during 

sessions helped or hindered the delivery of content. Although play had differing levels of 

priority in programmes, there were still consistent responses to the perceived benefits and 

challenges of having parents and children participate in play during sessions.   

 

3.3.1 Limited or Inconsistent Content Delivery  

 Although the “relaxed” and “casual” programme formats required for parent and children to 

attend together were described by facilitators as having many benefits, the ability to 

consistently provide content and move through ‘topics’ and activities was an issue.  

“All of the way through babies will be playing and so we might end the discussion 

earlier or later depending on how long the babies let us talk for, and some days they 

don’t let us talk for very long, so we’ll break, we’ll sing” (Sally)  

In this quote Sally describes the unpredictability of their ‘discussion’ time, which is the part 

of her session where parents and facilitators discuss parenting topics and share information. 

There was also a sense of the need for facilitators to be flexible in their approach to 

delivering programme content. This could help to normalise the unpredictability of parenting 

babies. Facilitators described modelling an attitude of going with the flow, and managing 

changes in plan and unexpected events with flexibility -   

“I'd like to say we always start on time, but I mean the parents don't always arrive on 

time either...we are very much, you know your baby is just going to poo absolutely 

everywhere just as you're going out the door.... especially in the beginning days, it might 

take you a quarter of an hour, 20 minutes; [so] please don't feel that you can't come 

because you're running late. So we're very much you know, you come when you can and 

good or bad”  
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This sort of adaptability and acceptance by facilitators of parents’ needs and potential 

inconsistencies demonstrates a high level of respect and understanding for the experience of 

family’s as they adjust to parenthood. However, it does come at the cost of consistent and 

reliable delivery of content. Lisa followed up this comment by conceding that “the very odd 

time we might not even get on to a topic”.   

Similarly, facilitators prioritised children’s needs as well as their parents within their 

programme formats and schedules. For example, Jenny describes her sessions as “very casual 

in that parents are encouraged to attend to their children's needs, whether it be feeding or 

you know getting up and walking around and settling and all of that sort of thing.” (Jenny).   

Facilitators were able to model the skills of recognising and responding to children’s needs 

which they also promoted through the content within their sessions. This centring of 

children’s needs – responding to their cues and adjusting activities as needed - made 

prioritising the delivery of content more challenging for some programmes.  

 

3.3.2 Parent Engagement  

While having children present was thought by facilitators to greatly improve accessibility of 

their programmes, and provided additional opportunities for child and parent learning, they 

did agree that having children attend sessions could negatively affect parent’s ability to 

engage with the content. This was mentioned in regard to both parent’s acquisition of new 

information through discussions or presentations, and their ability to participate in play and 

socialising. Parents attention was described as regularly split between their child and the 

parenting education - “Sometimes it looks like the parents are not really paying attention and 

delivering content you know it's nice to know that they're actually paying attention. But we 

kind of got used to that...” (Christine)  
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“You're aware that there's only a small amount that the parents are taking in I suppose, 

because there's so many other distractions you know...So where there's children involved 

in a session there's always a pulling back in some way at some point with the parents 

back onto topic.” (Jenny)  

Parents were also regularly required to leave part of or all of a session when they had 

to attend to caregiving needs of their child (feeding, toileting, sleeping, soothing 

etc).  Facilitators described trying to create an environment where parents felt comfortable to 

do this and included this as a consideration when delivering content.  

“Sometimes it can be just really hard that one baby is not settled and then there's one 

mum you know that either doesn't care and just stays in the room with this baby crying 

and it's really frustrating. But you know, without being too in their face to say, “Hey you 

know I don't mind standing up and doing a bit of a jiggle if you want” and so you know, 

usually they’re pretty good” (Lisa)  

Although parents were ultimately responsible for their own children during sessions, many 

facilitators, like Lisa, talked about stepping in to hold and supervise young children.  

Providing online content and follow-up online discussion in the form of videos and 

social media posts in closed groups was another way facilitators managed this challenge for 

parents. This is a modern solution to one of the challenges of this mode of delivery that has 

the potential to enhance parent's engagement with content. Facilitators used social media and 

online content (for example videos) to compensate for the distractibility of parents on 

sessions. As a learning tool this could reinforce new information and provides an opportunity 

for further discussion and support from peers in a safe, moderated online space.  

Despite attendance at all of these parenting programmes being voluntary, a few 

facilitators described parents as sometimes being deliberately inattentive or non-participatory, 

for example -   
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 “You'll get some people who will be like “My baby’s rolling, I don't need to do that”, 

you know, and they’ll kind of sit back and you know be like I’ve got this all together and 

they’ll be flicking through Instagram” (Michelle)  

“The other challenge about that can be, are they being fed because they're hungry, or 

because the mother doesn't want them to engage in the things? So, you just kind of have to be 

a little bit cautious about that and clever around the way you kind of approach it.” (Teresa)  

Facilitators mainly attributed parents’ reluctance to participate, particularly in 

activities that may be novel like messy play or singing, down to parents feeling 

uncomfortable with the activity or uncomfortable in a group setting. Facilitators that regularly 

provided messy or sensory play in their programmes believed part of their role was to support 

parents to overcome their own aversion to sensory experiences or “mess”.  

“I think a lot of it [reluctance] is the mess side of things … also probably they maybe 

didn't get that experience growing up, so they don't see the value in that play. It may be 

something that they s don't really see the benefits of necessarily and especially if it involves 

getting messy, and they've got to have a change of clothes and you know those sort of things. 

But I think all we can do is put them at ease and try to talk through what they’re going to 

learn from it, and also how much fun it is.” (Teresa)  

Being in a group with unfamiliar peers was also described as a barrier to participation, 

with facilitators appreciating that for some parents sharing ideas and interacting or being 

“silly” with their child in front of others could be daunting. Angela gave the example of 

musical play -  

“You can tell that some mums are a bit more hesitant like when we do singing…You feel 

a bit silly in a way but after six years I don't - but we've got like some baby dolls that we 

do the actions with the singing and stuff. And some mums really obviously don't like 

singing and that's probably quite a lot, but after a while they're giving it a go.”  
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3.3.3. Play is Secondary to Social Outcomes for Parents  

It was evident from facilitators observations and feedback they received from parents that the 

principal benefits for the majority of parents in attending these sessions was the social 

interaction and connection that they offered. Facilitators also highlighted the importance of 

their roles in this function, many seeing their role as fostering these relationships between 

parents. Sally and Jenny emphasised building connections between parents as their personal 

goals for their groups.  

“At the core of it is a lot of generating ideas within the group to just connect them up and 

support each other...we really want to facilitate the connection of the parents together”. 

(Sally)  

“If a group goes away and they’re connected then I’ve achieved my goal really.” 

(Jenny)  

Some programmes had a process for formal evaluation of their programmes through verbal or 

written feedback from attendees at the conclusion of a course. Facilitators reported that 

parents repeatedly said that the parenting programme gave them a reason to get out of the 

house with their child and that getting to know parents with children the same age was the 

main benefit of attending.   

Play itself was also seen as a potential facilitator of socialisation for parents and for 

children. It was observed by some facilitators that having their baby with them gave parents a 

“buffer”, bolstering their confidence and giving them something to ‘do’ to manage anxiety or 

uncomfortableness in a new social situation. Babies provided physical separation as observed 

by Sally - “We sit on the floor with the babies there and for them they use the baby as a 

shield a lot of the time, crossing their legs or whatever”. And Lisa felt there was a correlation 
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with a higher number or nappy changes and baby feeding in the early weeks of her course 

with parents’ nerves in a new social setting.  

 “I'm sure each baby gets their nappy changed twice in two hours like, or they get feed 

nonstop because everybody's nervous and they want to keep the baby quiet, and they 

want to try and feel comfortable and just have a bit of a breather and that’s absolutely 

fine you know. By the end of the sessions hardly anybody goes out.”  

Facilitators described parents participating in play with their infants as joyful, 

engaged, and having fun. Although these may not be a formal part of a programme’s logic 

model or theory of change, they are additional factors that are likely to contribute to a more 

relaxed and inclusive environment for socialising and making friends. Facilitators widely 

embraced the challenge of “chatty” parents as an inevitable side-effect of providing the 

primary benefits creating social spaces for parents to connect - “Generally it's the play and 

the networking, the interaction that's the important bit and that's something that as 

facilitators we had to learn and accept - that sometimes the content really just is not 

important that day” (Christine). In Christine’s quote she includes play in her discussion of 

parents’ socialising on session, and many facilitators seemed to feel parents identified the 

play portion of their sessions as social times due to the unstructured nature of the play in most 

programmes.   

  

3.3.4. Adult Learning  

Although the reasons for attending parent education are diverse, it can be assumed that the 

majority of parents come with the expectation that they would learn something new about 

parenting or about their child. It was interesting to hear facilitators apply the same approaches 

and ideas about play and learning for children to adult learning. They wanted adults to learn 

through their own active exploration.  



82 
 

“Not in one of my groups, but another group, there was a mum who'd never played with 

anything like playdough and they were doing playdough and they're sitting there you 

know squishing it and she said to the other mothers “What does it taste like? and they 

said “I don’t know I was three” or whatever so they sat they playing a bit more, and she 

said, “I just have to taste it,” so she did, which kind of demonstrated that you know 

chewing on things and exploring things with our mouth is a very human learning 

experience and you know why our babies do it” (Christine)  

“I learned through going to a Playcentre session or talking to a lady about play that they 

did there, she said what they did was for the introduction to play, which is the start of 

unit three, she got four boxes, ah bowls and one with water, one with cornflour, one with 

cornflour gloop and one with sand and she got the parents to just go through and have a 

feel of it – what did they like, what didn't they like, and then talked about that. And so 

then we relate that back to how important it is that even if you didn't really like it 

yourself if you're going to sit there going, “Ew I don’t like this”, the baby's not really 

going to engage in it, which you know, is quite common.” (Teresa)  

Facilitators also recognised that learning happens the most naturally and easily when 

learners are relaxed and having fun.   

“I think, having babies there and having that interaction between each other and 

whoever, you know, whoever's facilitating or speaking then that makes parents way more 

relaxed and that helps them be able to share about you know what's happening with the, 

with the particular topic that we're delivering. Yeah, which overall adds to the value of 

the programme I think.” (Jenny)  

There was a focus by facilitators of creating environments for parents to enjoy their time with 

their children and each other. This also leads to a question of, in spite of the distractions that 

come with a dynamic environment of mothers and babies together, does this type of relaxed, 
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supportive, and playful experience help parents to be in a better receptive neurological state 

to facilitate the processing and retention of new information? Michelle commented that in her 

experience it increased the chance adults would try something new or share their thoughts or 

feelings - “It's a friendly supportive environment where they often know each other so it's not 

like well you try it and we're all going to laugh at you if you can't do it.”   

As mentioned, participating in a group may be uncomfortable for some parents and 

group learning was reported by facilitators as having some benefits such as collaboration and 

support, but also as a difficult setting for some adults depending on their learning style. 

Spaces with children, particularly ones that promote play, are inherently noisy, dynamic and 

unpredictable. Facilitators recognised that this was difficult for their own concentration and 

wellbeing - “I have two sessions on two different days, two sessions a day and by the 

afternoon I’m like [shocked face], I hope it's gonna be quiet (Angela). It also created a less 

than optimal learning environment for some adult learners -  

Researcher: “Do you think that dynamic of being quite noisy and busy can be a 

barrier for some parent's participation?”  

Michelle: “Definitely yeah and particularly around their learning style you know. So that's 

why I tend to have, I have backup little videos... some people just simply can't learn when 

there's so much, they can't do that auditory processing so it's really hard for them”   

 

3.3.5 Summary  

Facilitators were realistic and reflective when asked to consider the challenges of parent-child 

participation in play during their sessions. As experienced facilitators they tended to focus on 

solutions and the strategies they employed to overcome some of the obstacles to content 

delivery and adult learning that occurred. There was a resounding response that facilitators 

perceived the benefits of play to parents and children as far outweighing the negatives. The 
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opportunity for parents and children to attend together to learn and play in a group setting 

also had significant outcomes for parents in terms of increased social capital, forming new 

relationships and reducing social isolation.   

  

3.4 Play in a Pandemic  

Qualitative research requires the inclusion and consideration of context and for this research 

the influence of the Covid19 Pandemic on participants, their programmes and play was a 

distinct factor that cannot be omitted. The pandemic and the restrictions on in person contact 

and social distancing posed unique challenges for the facilitators in continuing the 

implementation of their parent education.   

All facilitators were currently or had recently been impacted by the highest-level 

government restrictions at the time of interviewing, working from home, and only leaving 

their home for essential services. This meant a quick pivot into delivery of their programmes 

online using services like Zoom. For the purposes of my research, these changes added an 

extra element for analysis. As touched on in Chapter 1, there are multiple models for the 

delivery of parent education and some of the initial curiosity that influenced my research 

questions was around the justification for in-person, interactive programmes delivered for 

parents and children. These types of formats tend to be more resource intensive, especially 

considering how easily extensive amount of content can be delivered online. The need to 

adapt due to Covid 19 provided organisations with some first-hand experience of how online 

delivery of programmes might work, and a number of positives and negatives were identified 

by the facilitators I interviewed.   

One of the main benefits for facilitators using or promoting play was that parents felt 

a new salience for thinking about play opportunities at home. Teresa described parents' 

increased eagerness for ideas for play activities and resources they could manage at home –  
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 “All they wanted was - what ideas could we have that we can do with our baby, because 

baby is 9,10, 11 months old and it's all over the place and we're stuck at home indoors 

with it all the time.”   

It was also an excellent opportunity for facilitators to promote the importance of play with 

everyday objects, and that play with objects and resources found at home was just as valuable 

as visits to baby gymnastics or new toys. Here Teresa described a Zoom session with parents 

and babies -   

“We did music… so like I got all my tubs you know, like a Flora tub or yogurt tub to 

make a drum and I was using my husband's vitamins for a shaker so that they can just 

think a bit outside of the square. One lady had like one of them tins, cake tins like that 

was really good for a drum, very loud. I used the salad servers like drum sticks, you 

know. And so, you're just trying to show them, that's what the heuristic play [is], and 

obviously the treasure baskets is about anyway, it’s saying that these are household 

objects and natural objects that you can use”.   

Facilitators were impressed with parents' creativity and described the value of the online 

environment in sharing ideas and providing support to each other during this time.   

Facilitators also voiced their own concerns, or those that had been shared by parents, 

about the impact of video calls and mask wearing on infants' development, particularly in 

relation to infants needs for social interaction.  

“We've had a little bit of worry, only slight, on like babies looking at screens on Zoom, 

but well there's something from the Brainwave Trust and I quite like their stuff, and they 

had something out, one of their review things, saying that babies are not generally 

recommended screen time obviously, but when it's talking to people like the grandparents 

overseas or you know or  something else it's kind of absolutely fine. It's slow, its real time 

talking”  
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Looking to the future, facilitator’s contemplated how ongoing public health 

restrictions may impact the delivery of their programmes once they returned to in person 

sessions, in particular what play might look like with mandatory mask wearing and social 

distancing.   

“Covid does present some issues, so we tend not to have that unless it's Level One, have 

the communal basket anyway, and we just say bring your own things but, of course, the 

problem is that the older the group, the babies are mobile, so it doesn't matter if you've 

got your own things or not, another baby is still going to come and put it in their 

mouth...So yeah it's kind of challenging. It can present some challenges for us as well, 

because you know, obviously it's quite clear in the education guidelines that the babies 

are not supposed to distance themselves, but if the baby crawls over to another baby ... 

you know the mum is going to have to go, or whoever the caregiver is, is going to have to 

go and retrieve it so then they're going to be getting in someone else's bubble. And the 

same like you know we quite often get crawled on and all that sort of thing, so that can 

be challenging. (Teresa)  

Hygiene with toys and play resources was mentioned by Teresa here and many facilitators 

discussed how they might manage not only their own hygiene procedures, but also how they 

might manage parents’ anxiety around this when they return.   

All of the facilitators talked about the main challenge of online delivery as being 

unable to reinforce or illustrate content through observing children in person.   

“I mean they’re getting the same information but they're not getting that reinforcement of 

their interactions with the baby and that sort of thing in the, in the moment. Yeah, so 

there is definitely a difference between the two.” (Jenny)  

Michelle additionally talked about the more general challenges faced by facilitators in 

engaging parents with content and establishing relationships with parents -   
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“With the Covid times a lot of it's gone online... and the online format, which for me is 

quite tricky because a lot of my I guess connection with new parents is so face to face. You 

can't pick up the little nuances of if they’re nervous, if they're you know, playing on their 

phone behind the scenes, if they're engaged at all. So, for me it's been a big change in the 

way that I do things”   

 

3.5 Summary of Findings  

The research findings from participants interviews showed a cohesive approach to play in 

universal group postnatal parenting programmes, regardless of individual programme 

formats or objectives. A homogenous sample of experienced facilitators allowed a 

synthesis of beliefs and values to be used as a way to understand how and why play was 

being incorporated in parent education. Facilitators unanimously viewed infant play as 

exploration, with a “less is more” attitude to play and play resources, which was enhanced 

by a strong underlying belief that play is how infants learn about themselves, others, and 

the wider world. These conceptualisations of play influenced facilitators choices of play 

activities, materials, and the way they talked to parents about play. Central to the use of 

play in programmes was the way it reinforced parents as vital in children’s learning and 

development, empowering parents to be the ’expert’ and to provide skills and ideas for 

them to further foster play at home. Play within programmes was perceived by facilitators 

as essential and valued by parents, promoting adult learning, adult social relationships, and 

providing a safe, relaxed environment for parents and children to connect and learn. 

However, these benefits came with costs, and facilitators felt that the play times within the 

programme sometimes interfered with their capacity to deliver curriculum content and 

could also disrupt parent engagement.  
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3.6 Facilitator Feedback  

As part of ensuring thematic analysis of participant data was an accurate representation of 

facilitators perspectives, and to recognise the collaborative nature of constructing meaning 

from interviews (Taylor et al, 2015), facilitators were invited to view a final draft of the 

research findings presented here in Chapter 3. Four out of seven participants responded, and 

the feedback from all four was that the results were reflective of their perspectives. 

Respondents remarked at the similarities between participants experiences and expressed 

their surprise and delight that as individuals across multiple services they had a shared set of 

values, and a shared passion for supporting parents and children through playful learning.  
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4.  Discussion 

The purpose of this chapter is to return to the research literature presented in Chapter 1 to 

discuss how my research findings align with other research and theoretical perspectives. 

Similar to Chapter 3, this chapter is organised according to the main objectives of the 

research, and the discussion carefully and critically considers the research findings in 

relationship to previous research, giving wider consideration to the potential implications of 

this research and ideas for future research.  

 

4.1 Conceptualising and Incorporating Play in Postnatal Parenting Education  

The purpose of the retrospective qualitative method for this study was to gather information 

to describe how the use of play was, in practice, being integrated into parent education 

classes for parents of infants where parents and young children attended together. One of the 

main aims was to explore the underlying concepts that influenced the ways in which 

facilitators approached and delivered play-based experiences for parents and children, and 

what impact these might have on programmes. In this regard, one of the key findings from 

this study was the identification of the strong shared value system facilitators from different 

programmes had when it came to conceptualising and implementing play. This was 

unexpected and suggests a common epistemological or culturally constructed framework 

within the early years parenting education landscape that may be distinct to Aotearoa New 

Zealand. There were clear themes around play as active exploration and child-directed, that 

‘less was more’ when it came to play, and that play was essential to children’s learning.   

Supporting parents to have the attentive and responsive interactions with their infants 

that are created through play (Ginsberg, 2007) was considered to be a factor in why play 

could be an effective component for postnatal parent education. Although the facilitators in 

this study reported that they were active in promoting responsive and nurturing caregiving 
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through their curriculum content and interactions with parents (in keeping with the broad 

aims of postnatal parent education), in terms of play, the results revealed a focus that 

emphasised infant’s independent exploration and learning, stressing the role of the child in 

freely seeking out novelty and interest in their environment. This points to a 

conceptualisation of play by facilitators in this study that would strongly align with an early 

childhood education approach to teaching and learning. The centering of play as an 

opportunity in-session to support children’s learning (and parent’s understanding and 

confidence in promoting this) is an approach that could potentially differ from the objectives 

of the group parenting programmes reviewed in the literature where parent-child participation 

in play was incorporated primarily to  target responsive parenting behaviours (Ligget-Creel, 

2017), sensitive parent child-relationships ( Perou et al, 2012), parent-child bonding 

(Formosa et al, 2003) and mother–infant interaction quality (Salo et al, 2019). 

The facilitators’ agentic view of infants and play and their choices of play resources 

and activities were highly reflective of the principles and strands of the New Zealand Early 

Childhood Curriculum, Te Whāriki (Ministry of Education, 2017). Te Whāriki supports an 

image of the infant as a competent learner, capable of initiating their own learning. Te 

Whāriki and quality practice evidence in education for under three’s (Mathers et al, 2014) 

also include a directive that this independent exploration should occur within the context of 

intimate, trusting relationships with caregivers. There was a notable absence in the transcripts 

of language that discussed the parent’s role in supporting exploration during play. Thus, there 

is a potential for facilitators to use play as means of supporting parents to connect the dots 

between sensitive caregiving and creating a secure base from which the child can actively 

engage in new learning and exploration (Alcock, 2013; Bowlby, 1988). In particular there is 

an opportunity to enhance the focus on the parent’s role in play in terms of parental 

engagement and participation. In addition to seeing play as an essential part of learning, when 
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viewing play relationally, the use of play in parenting programmes could be optimised to 

meet parent education objectives.  

Prior to this study it was not clear if or how play was being purposefully used during 

parent education sessions that had parent-child participation. It was apparent from the results 

that the main providers of postnatal parent education in Aotearoa New Zealand (Whānau 

Āwhina Plunket, Parents Centre Aotearoa, The Parenting Place, Playcentre Aotearoa New 

Zealand) are routinely using parent-child participation in play in sessions, delivering content 

in a way more analogous to facilitated playgroups than traditional parent training 

programmes such as Triple P and the Incredible Years. My results demonstrated that despite 

the organisations representing different sectors (health, community, education) and the 

formats of the sessions varying in terms of how many were delivered and how play was 

integrated, there were a significant number of similarities. Unsurprisingly, play was more 

prominent in programmes like Space and Babies Can Play, with the principles of these 

programme’s origins firmly in the play-based learning philosophies inherent to the Playcentre 

(Playcentre, 2021). What was also evident was that all the facilitators in the represented 

programmes were aware of how parent-child participation in play affected the delivery of 

their programmes and were intentional in planning for play – carefully considering resources, 

setting up the environment, and deliberately using play to illustrate and deepen parents’ 

learning of parenting skills and concepts. This would suggest that play holds a significant 

place in the postnatal parenting environment in Aotearoa New Zealand.  

The types of play being incorporated into parenting education programmes by 

facilitators in this study appeared to be surprisingly similar. The common use of sensory, 

heuristic, and outdoor or nature play was congruent with the facilitators’ beliefs about play, 

selecting play options that promoted the agency of the infant and connected them to their 

natural and immediate environments. It was proposed by some of the facilitators that these 
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types of play were seen as contrasting to the more formal, over- stimulating, and teacher or 

parent-led activities that may otherwise be offered to parents in highly structured lessons or 

classes, and large group care settings. Interviewees were passionate in promoting the types of 

play that they felt aligned with a more child-centred and natural approach to play, epitomised 

in their advocacy for heuristic play. The use of heuristic play was the most visible common 

approach to play in parent education sessions. As explored in the research findings (3.1.6), 

heuristic play taps into a number of underlying educational and parenting philosophies held 

by facilitators such as play being child directed and involving exploration with multiple 

senses. The use of play objects can benefit infants’ development in terms of the development 

of motor, attentive, problem-solving, and vocal skills through the manipulation of objects 

(Caruso, 1993; Fontenelle, 2007; Franchak, 2019; Perone et al, 2008; Schwarzer et al, 2013; 

Zuccarini et al, 2018), or by engaging multiple senses through stimulation (Thompson & 

Raisor, 2013).The potential benefits of ‘heuristic’ objects in infant play is apparent, although 

no research evidence specific to the use of heuristic play and infant and toddler learning was 

found.   

A core principle of heuristic play is that play ‘objects’ are everyday items or cultural 

‘artifacts’ that are used by adults in daily life (Goldschmid & Jackson, 1994). Facilitators in 

this study for example talked about using objects typical of the home or outdoor 

environments (pegs, boxes, pinecones) in their ‘treasure baskets’ during sessions. This 

resonates with a bioecological approach that not only sees interactions with people and places 

as key processes of development, but also interactions with objects and symbols 

(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). It could be useful for facilitators and their organisations to 

have discussions about the way these objects and play spaces may be socially and culturally 

constrained to their own, or the organisations ideologies. These curated play environments 

could send a message to parents about what is important and valued in a space. If the children 
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and families served by these organisations were able to see what is meaningful to them (their 

cultures, their interests) in the play environments, this may help create a sense of familiarity, 

and further promote the application of the parent education content to the home environment. 

In early childhood education the concept of the ‘hidden curriculum’ is used to consider how 

pedagogy and curriculum in early childhood settings can implicitly transmit normative values 

and beliefs that reflect and reinforce the dominant culture in Aotearoa New Zealand (Nuttal, 

2005). Articulating and understanding underlying values and influences is important because 

through their language, responses, and actions, facilitators communicate their value systems 

to parents and children. Including parents in the planning and setting up of play environments 

and engaging reflective practice within organisations to consider sociocultural meanings in 

the choices of objects and activities could lead to a more authentic and diverse representation 

of the children and families in their communities. 

  

4.2 Strategies and Intentions Incorporating Play in Parenting Programmes  

Examining the way play was used in parenting programmes was an important objective of 

this research. Separate to the format or programme structure, I wanted to understand how and 

with what purpose play was employed as a strategy or opportunity for facilitators to support 

parents’ and children's learning. The results showed that facilitators used play to reference 

and reinforce their curriculum content; as a time to provide feedback to parents that built 

confidence and encouraged critical appraisal of parenting information; and to support the 

transfer of play activities and attitudes to the home environment.  

A common thread in the research findings for the second research objective that could 

have significance to programme development and facilitator training in Aotearoa New 

Zealand was facilitators use of observation during play. This was a factor in universal group 

parenting education that was not typically discussed in the literature reviewed, although was 
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part of a targeted group intervention called Nurture and Play (Salo et al, 2019). The 

facilitators in my study reported that they did not typically use play to target parent 

behaviours, but they may have inadvertently been doing so. In describing how they used play 

and what their role in play was during sessions, facilitators repeatedly referenced ‘noticing’ 

as a strategy to make connections to ideas and concepts addressed in group discussions 

(3.2.1) and a way to build parent confidence (3.2.2). Facilitators in this study encouraged 

parents to be more active and reflective in their observations, with some using a formal 

reflection time or learning documentation to support this skill for parents. Facilitators gave 

examples of how they would ‘speak’ for the child, interpreting what the child might be 

experiencing when, for example, they touched slime for the first time, or as they became 

stuck climbing something. They used questions to spark curiosity in the parent, with 

‘wondering’ questions around why their child might not like something or what they might be 

trying to do. These targeted questions and narrations by facilitators when observing play with 

parents could be beneficial in improving parents' abilities to see their child’s unique 

psychological characteristics and responses, and to mentalise the thoughts, feelings, and 

intentions of their infant.   

Parental mentalisation refers to a caregiver’s ability to understand behaviour in 

relation to internal states and motivations, within themselves and others (Fonagy et al, 1991; 

Fonagy & Allison, 2011). For parents, this reflective functioning allows them to recognise the 

internal states of themselves and their child, regulate and organise their own thoughts and 

feelings, and see a child’s behaviour in the context of how the child may be feeling or 

experiencing something (Slade, 2005). This capacity seems to be foundational to the 

formation of sensitive, secure attachment relationships. The Nurture and Play (NaP) 

parenting programme (Salo et al, 2019) used play in a more targeted and therapeutic way than 

was communicated by facilitators in this study, however results in a randomised controlled 
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trial of NaP did indicate that the use of discussion to promote mentalizing in mothers during 

structured play led to improvements in maternal reflective function (Salo et al, 2019), 

highlighting the potential role of play in promoting parenting skills that are key to sensitive 

caregiving and attachment in the postnatal period.  

Facilitators were also reflective about the way they conceptualised their role, and the 

role of their programmes, in providing and filtering information about play for parents. They 

understood this in the context of the contemporary parent’s ease of access to information and 

the dissemination of parenting information from multiple sources. Population level parenting 

initiatives such as Takai (Oranga Tamariki, 2022) and Brainwave Trust (Brainwave Trust 

Aotearoa, 2020), for example, provide evidence-based, practical, and accessible information 

for Aotearoa New Zealand parents through online content, posters, and brochures. This ready 

access of parents to information calls into question the necessity of a content delivery 

component in parent education. However, facilitators in this study highlighted the need for 

information to be trustworthy, based on real-world experience, and they viewed their role in 

filtering and critiquing information available to parents as an important aspect of their 

facilitation.  

Facilitators also reported using social media (e.g. Facebook) to communicate with 

parents and facilitate ongoing discussions and sharing about play and parenting. There is 

emerging research that indicates that social media use in the transition to parenthood can 

improve parental adjustment and peer relationships, although caution should be exercised as 

higher levels of social media use have also been linked with increased maternal stress 

(Bartholomew et al, 2012; Parry et al, 2013). Other findings indicate social media as being a 

tool to promote a collaborative approach to parent’s knowledge about play, where parents can 

share their existing knowledge and it can be extended by peers or others (McLean et al, 
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2017). This also brings into focus the need for programmes to consider session formats and 

content within the broader sociocultural experiences of contemporary parents.  

Facilitators repeatedly focused on the importance of providing play experiences that 

were replicable for parents at home. This was achieved by facilitators through deliberately 

providing simple, memorable and meaningful activities and resources during sessions. In 

infancy the family home is typically the primary context for proximal processes of 

development and parent education can be used to support parents to provide rich learning 

experiences there. This is supported by bioecological theory as outlined in Chapter 1. 

Research literature identifies some key features of a home learning environment that can 

support children’s development such as participation in learning activities, the quality of 

parent–child interactions, and the availability of learning resources (Lehrl et al, 2020). These 

factors were unanimously considered by the facilitators in this study in regard to their 

planning and delivery of play during sessions. Incorporating information about play into 

parent education has been shown to enhance parents’ awareness of children’s learning and 

development in the home (McLean et al, 2015). Also, interventions that focus on parenting 

practices that foster a stimulating home learning environment have been shown to improve 

parents’ engagement in children's learning which subsequently improve academic outcomes 

(Goff et al, 2012; Epstein, 2011). The transfer of knowledge and learning in parent education 

programmes to real word parenting is vital if programmes are to have any chance of eliciting 

positive change in the long term. Play seems well placed as an effective and practical means 

of building this bridge between learning during a programme and application at home. 
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4.3 Facilitator Perceptions of the Effectiveness of Play as a Component of Postnatal 

Parenting Education   

Understanding the benefits and challenges of managing parent-infant interactions in a 

postnatal parenting group was of interest, particularly in considering how play may impact 

the effectiveness of the parenting programmes. Results showed that facilitators did report that 

the dual format of content delivery and parent-infant participation in sessions compromised 

their ability to consistently deliver the planned content and reduced the amount of time they 

could spend delivering their curriculum through information sharing and facilitated 

discussion. Such practical implications of managing groups of parents and children who are 

engaged in play and social interactions alongside the more formal delivery of a programme’s 

content was not discussed in any of the literature reviewed. In Australia, the supported 

playgroup model is a clearly defined community-based programme that is delivered as a 

service for parents of young children (Commerford & Robinson, 2016) with a growing 

evidence-base that may provide some guidance for service providers in Aotearoa New 

Zealand. The playgroup model removes the dichotomy of content and delivery. The mode of 

delivery is itself considered the intervention, with positive social and learning outcomes for 

children and parents occurring without specific delivery of parenting information or skills 

(Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, 2012). The interpersonal 

learning of parents through observing and experiencing play-based learning and interacting 

with their peers could be considered content in and of itself. 

The benefits of play to learning in childhood are well established (Taylor & Boyer, 

2019), and the discussions with the facilitators in this study raised some questions about how 

beneficial play may be as a learning context for adults. Play provides not only experiences 

and activities that promote learning through aspects such as exploration, movement and 

interaction with the environment, but also a safe, fun, social context from which learning and 
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meaning making can occur. Theoretical models such as Perry’s neurosequential model 

(Perry, 2000) posit that only when children feel safe, regulated, and connected are their brains 

ready and able to process and retain information. This premise poses the question - can 

relaxed, playful environments be similarly beneficial for adults learning new skills? There is 

research in the adult learning field that play in groups of adult learners contributes to 

increased social capital by increasing engagement, cooperation, and a sense of connectedness 

(Harris & Daly, 2008). Research into Aotearoa New Zealand group parent education for new 

parents has examined the positive impact attending parenting groups has on mother’s social 

capital (Amersfoort & Friesen, In Press; Fielden & Gallagher, 2008). Play experiences such 

as music, movement, and time in the outdoors may affect the adult's ability to effectively 

regulate themselves, and this may act as a mechanism for effectively forming social bonds 

and connections with others. Research does suggest that play can be an activity that occurs 

across the lifespan, with imaginative or pretend play in adult learners fostering a sense of 

community through trust, reciprocity, and communication (Göncü & Perone, 2005).   

  

4.4 Implications  

This study was able to examine the use of play in universal group postnatal parenting 

programmes in Aotearoa New Zealand and provide a clearer description of how play is used 

and for what intended purpose. This new information may serve as a foundation for 

continued exploration, definition and analysis of mechanisms and effectiveness of parent-

child participation in play within parenting programmes. In reviewing the research, parent 

education for new parents in Aotearoa New Zealand appeared to be lacking clear 

differentiation, definition, and a lack of evidence in regard to best practice for parenting 

support with families at this critical stage. As evidenced in the supporting literature (Foster et 

al, 2008; Lindsay & Totsika, 2017; Wilder Research, 2016), parenting education is 
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considered a primary preventative intervention that has positive flow-on effects for multiple 

health, education, and social outcomes. It is therefore imperative that a better understanding 

of what works best for who, how, and when within these programmes is established with 

robust research and the building of an evidence base that reflects the needs and culture of 

Aotearoa New Zealand children and families.  

This research identified play as a distinct phenomenon that is being used with 

considerable consistency across a small group of diverse service providers. The shared lens 

from which facilitators viewed and used play was particularly striking evidence of a sector 

that has been influenced by an early childhood education approach to play. This poses the 

question of whether parenting education may potentially be better located within early 

childhood education services. The early childhood education sector already exists as a major 

factor in many parents’ macrosystems. As a number of the facilitators in this study 

demonstrated, early childhood teachers hold a wealth of knowledge and experience caring for 

and supporting the learning of young children. There is existing evidence that interventions 

delivered by early education and childcare services have good efficacy in improving parent-

child relationships (O’Conner et al, 2016). A systems approach to child development also 

supports the idea of targeting interventions in locations that present an intersection of 

relationships and communities, strengthening these networks of support through closer 

communication and interaction.   

Using a sociocultural and constructivist approach to understanding the use of play in 

postnatal parenting programmes, the role of play in transmitting socially and culturally 

constrained values was considered. The implications for not addressing this is that 

programmes risk disengagement from families when they perceive their values and identity 

not represented. There may also be a risk that beliefs and attitudes are included into 

curriculums without transparency or reflection. Addressing this may improve the lack of 
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diversity in parents who participate in these types of programmes (Heinrichs et al, 2005; 

Sanders & Kirby, 2012). The responsibility for this lies with programme developers to 

include more culturally diverse approaches and resources, and with facilitators in terms of 

their own cultural competencies and reflective practice, 

 

4.5 Strengths and Limitations  

This study used a retrospective, qualitative methodology to describe and interpret the 

perspectives of seven facilitators of postnatal parenting programmes in Aotearoa New 

Zealand. A qualitative methodology was considered appropriate given the exploratory nature 

of the research questions and the need to use the observations and views of experienced 

facilitators to fill in some gaps about how and why play was being used in group parent 

education. The quality of qualitative research is largely dictated by the transparent and 

systematic analysis of participant data (Braun & Clark, 2021). The thematic analysis for this 

study was conducted with a well-defined procedure (see Figure 2.1), acknowledging the 

subjectivity of the process and the potential for bias within analysis.   

The sample of this study was an appropriate size for a thesis, with Braun and Clarke 

(2013) recommending that for a Masters project 6-15 interview participants are a suitable 

number for in-depth thematic analysis. Nevertheless, the small sample size is a limitation, and 

a larger sample would have provided richer information, particularly to identify any 

anomalies or diversities in perspectives that were largely unseen in this sample of facilitators. 

Collecting demographic data from organisations about their facilitators would provide 

additional clarification of how representative the facilitators in this study are of the 

workforce. The inclusion and exclusion criteria were purposefully constrained in order to 

make recruitment manageable and to reflect the services most likely to be accessed by parents 

in Aotearoa New Zealand. A broader analysis of smaller, community-based programmes 
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(such as Babies Can Play in this study) that provide similar services on a smaller scale would 

add to the exploration of how parent-child participation in play may be used in parent 

education in Aotearoa New Zealand communities. The facilitators recruited for this study 

were not evenly distributed across the four programmes represented and this may have 

impacted the data collected.   

Throughout this study the use of inconsistent and non-standardized terminology to 

describe parent education – it's development, implementation, outcomes, and models of 

practice – have created difficulty. I attempted to operationalize some terms to create 

parameters for my review of theory and literature and to conduct the research with 

participants, however the reality is that in the academic and public domain, there is little 

coherence. Parenting education crosses over many disciplines and in Aotearoa New Zealand 

postnatal parent education is primarily located in community-based or not-for profit services 

in multiple sectors, without oversight, cohesive theoretical frameworks, or even intended 

outcomes.  

This study did not attempt to collect information or examine the curriculums, 

programme objectives, or organisational philosophies of group postnatal programmes. 

Research about the Space programmes, such as that by Amersfoort and Friesen (In Press) and 

Woods (2021), is an example of how programme curriculums can be explored in terms of 

fidelity, practice, and effectiveness. The ability to consider how facilitators’ views and use of 

play aligned with their organisations’ expectations and objectives would add value and 

context to the data analysed in this study.  

This study identified a significant gap in research in Aotearoa New Zealand into 

parenting education to support the transition to parenthood, and while qualitative research can 

assist in describing and understanding existing practices, further research is required to 

address the lack of an evidence base for what sorts of programmes and curriculums would 
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best serve parents in this important period. Quantitative research that specifically looks at 

outcomes for parents and children in Aotearoa New Zealand is needed.  

 

4.6 Conclusion  

This study aimed to explore play as a context for relationships and learning in a small sample 

of universal group postnatal parenting programmes. A qualitative methodology was 

employed to address three broad, exploratory questions examining how facilitators of parent-

infant programmes conceptualised and incorporated play in their programmes, how and why 

facilitator’s used parent and child participation in play, and how effective facilitators 

perceived play to be as a component of postnatal parenting education. Seven facilitators from 

four different organisations - Whānau Āwhina Plunket (PEPE), Parents Centre Aotearoa 

(Baby and You/Moving and Munching), The Parenting Place (Space), and Playcentre 

Aotearoa New Zealand (Babies Can Play) - participated in semi-structured interviews, and 

the experienced facilitators provided rich and insightful data about play in their 

programmes.   

Interconnected themes indicated a consistent approach to play and parenting across 

the seven participating facilitators. Facilitators expressed strong beliefs that play was 

essential to infant development and learning, and that this looked like independent 

exploration by children in a safe, stimulating, and familiar environment. The results of this 

study showed that parent-child participation in play is occurring in universal group parenting 

programmes with intentionality, and that early childhood education approaches to play and 

learning guide facilitators use of play. There is an opportunity for play to be conceptualised 

and used more within programmes as a context for interactions that enhance positive parent-

infant relationships.  
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Facilitators used play as an opportunity to make connections to parenting content but 

also to empower parents as first teachers and ‘experts’ of their own children. This was 

reinforced by the importance they placed on developing approaches to play that could be 

transferred to the home environment. The use of play as a mechanism to deliver experiential 

and transferable parenting skills needs to be further explored, particularly in light of 

facilitators’ observations that contemporary parents do not need access to more information.   

Although play sat comfortably within curriculums and programme objectives, for 

participating facilitators managing parent-infant participation in play during sessions was 

perceived to decrease their ability to deliver content. This participatory model was believed to 

have some benefits for parents as adult learners, such as providing a relaxing, fun and social 

context to develop parenting skills and social networks. At times facilitators saw that the 

flexible format needed to be responsive to infants could impact parents' ability to take in new 

information and be fully engaged in the delivery of the programme.   

In the current context of a global pandemic, and within the context of modern 

parenting, providing face-to-face experiences for parents with their children in groups may 

feel like a thing of the past, but also a potential necessity in the future if families continue to 

become isolated from traditional sources of community support. This study has provided a 

snapshot of the programmes being used in Aotearoa New Zealand to support parents and 

caregivers as they navigate parenting in the important early days and months of a baby’s life. 

It has specifically considered the role of play, and of facilitated parent-child experiences of 

play, in creating opportunities for parents and children to learn and grow in ways that 

promotes positive, lifelong outcomes. The facilitators in this study communicated a desire to 

use play in a way that felt authentic and meaningful, with their reflections about play in their 

programmes supporting the idea that parent education, social support, and joyful interactions 

for parents, families and children, can occur in the context of play.   



104 
 

References 

Ainsworth, M. D. S., Bell, S. M., Stayton, D. J. (1974). Infant-mother attachment and social 

development: ‘Socialisation’ as a product of reciprocal responsiveness to signals. In M. 

P. M Richards (Ed), The integration of a child into a social world (pp. 99–135). 

Cambridge University Press.  

Alcock, S. (2013). Toddlers’ complex communication: Playfulness from a secure base. 

Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood, 14(2), 179–190. 

https://doi.org/10.2304/ciec.2013.14.2.179 

Allen, L. & Kelly, B. B. (Eds). (2015). Transforming the workforce for children birth 

through age 8: A unifying foundation. National Academies Press. 

Amersfoort, L., & Friesen, M.D. (In Press). Space for You and Your Baby: Participant 

perceptions of community-based postnatal support and adjustment to parenthood. New 

Zealand Journal of Psychology. 

Armstrong, J., Paskal, K., Elliott, C., Wray, J., Davidson, E., Mizen, J. & Girdler, S. (2018). 

What makes playgroups therapeutic? A scoping review to identify the active ingredients 

of therapeutic and supported playgroups. Scandinavian Journal of Occupational 

Therapy, 26, 1-22. https://doi.org/10.1080/11038128.2018.1498919.  

Australian Institute of Family Studies. (2015). The Longitudinal Study of Australian Children 

Annual Statistical Report 2014.  

Avellar, S. & Supplee, L. (2013). Effectiveness of home visiting in improving child health 

and reducing child maltreatment. Pediatrics,132, Suppl 2, 90-99. 

https://doi.org.10.1542/peds.2013-1021G.  

Axford, N., Lehtonen, M., Kaoukji, D., & Tobin, K. & Berry, V. (2012). Engaging parents in 

parenting programs: Lessons from research and practice. Children and Youth Services 

Review, 34, 2061–2071. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2012.06.011 



105 
 

Barlow, J. & Coren, E. (2017). The effectiveness of parenting programs: A review of 

Campbell reviews. Research on Social Work Practice, 28. 

https://doi.org/104973151772518. 10.1177/1049731517725184. 

Barnett, M. A., Gustafsson, H., Deng, M., Mills-Koonce, W. R., & Cox, M. (2012). 

Bidirectional associations among sensitive parenting, language development, and social 

competence. Infant and Child Development, 21(4), 374–393. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/icd.1750 

Bartholomew, K., & Horowitz, L. M. (1991). Attachment styles among young adults: A test 

of a four-category model. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 61(2), 226–244. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.61.2.226 

Bartholomew, M.K., Schoppe-Sullivan, S.J., Glassman, M., Kamp Dush, C.M., Sullivan, 

J.M. (2012). New parents' Facebook use at the transition to parenthood. Family 

Relations, 61(3), 455-469, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3729.2012.00708.x 

Bartlett, J., Sparrow, J., Ayoub, C., Alleyne, K. & Muniz, J. (2016). Compendium of 

parenting interventions. National Center for Parent, Family and Community 

Engagement. https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.1.1397.0962. 

Bateson, P. & Martin, P. (2013). Play, playfulness, creativity and innovation. Cambridge 

University Press 

Beeghly, M., & Tronick, E. (2011). Early resilience in the context of parent-infant 

relationships: a social developmental perspective. Current Problems in Pediatric and 

Adolescent Health Care, 41(7), 197–201. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cppeds.2011.02.005 

Bell, M. (2006). The establishment of Parents' Centre: Successful advocacy for parents of 

children under three by the Parents' Centre Organisation: 1952-‐1962. Occasional Paper 

series, No. 18: Wellington. Institute for Early Childhood 



106 
 

Bergen, D. L. (2015). Psychological approaches to the study of play. American Journal of 

Play, 8, 101-128. 

Bernier, A., Calkins, S. D., & Bell, M. A. (2016). Longitudinal associations between the 

quality of mother-infant interactions and brain development across infancy. Child 

Development, 87(4), 1159–1174. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12518 

Bigelow, A. E., MacLean, K. and Proctor, J. (2004), The role of joint attention in the 

development of infants’ play with objects. Developmental Science, 7, 518-526. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-7687.2004.00375.x 

Biglan, A., Flay, B. R., Embry, D. D., & Sandler, I. N. (2012). The critical role of nurturing 

environments for promoting human well-being. The American Psychologist, 67(4), 257–

271. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0026796 

Blandon, A. Y., Calkins, S. D., & Keane, S. P. (2010). Predicting emotional and social 

competence during early childhood from toddler risk and maternal behavior. 

Development and Psychopathology, 22(1), 119–132. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579409990307 

Boeldt, D. L., Rhee, S. H., Dilalla, L. F., Mullineaux, P. Y., Schulz-Heik, R. J., Corley, R. P., 

Young, S. E., & Hewitt, J. K. (2012). The association between positive parenting and 

externalizing behavior. Infant and Child Development, 21(1), 85–106. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/icd.764 

Bowlby, J. (1988). A secure base: Parent-child attachment and healthy human development. 

Basic Books. 

Braun, V. & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research 

in Psychology, 3(2). http://dx.doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa 



107 
 

Braun, V. & Clarke, V. (2012). Thematic analysis. In H. Cooper, P. M. Camic, D. L. Long, 

A. T. Panter, D. Rindskopf, & K. J. Sher (Eds.), APA handbook of research methods in 

psychology, Vol. 2. Research designs: Quantitative, qualitative, neuropsychological, and 

biological (pp. 57–71). American Psychological Association. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/13620-004 

Braun, V. & Clarke, V. (2013). Successful qualitative research: A practical guide for 

beginners. London: SAGE. 

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2021). One size fits all? What counts as quality practice in 

(reflexive) thematic analysis? Qualitative Research in Psychology, 18(3), 328–352. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14780887.2020.1769238 

Brinkmann, S. (2014). Unstructured and semi-structured interviewing. In. P. Leavy (Ed.), The 

oxford handbook of qualitative research (pp. 277-299). Oxford University Press 

Bronfenbrenner, U. & Morris, P. (2006). The bioecological model of human development. In 

W. Damon, R. M. Lerner & and R. M. Lerner (Eds), Handbook of child psychology. 

https://doi:10.1002/9780470147658.chpsy0114 

Butler, H., Hare, D., Walker, S., Wieck, A., & Wittkowski, A. (2014). The acceptability and 

feasibility of the Baby Triple P Positive Parenting Programme on a mother and baby 

unit: Q-methodology with mothers with severe mental illness. Archives of Women's 

Mental Health, 17(5), 455–463. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00737-014-0429-4 

Campbell, D. & Palm, G. (2018). Parent education: Working with groups and individuals. 

Cognella Academic Publishing. 

Cannon, J. S., Kilburn, M. R., Karoly, L. A., Mattox, T., Muchow, A. N., & Buenaventura, 

M. (2018). Investing early: Taking stock of outcomes and economic returns from early 

childhood programs. Rand Health Quarterly, 7(4), 6. 



108 
 

Caruso, D. A. (1993). Dimensions of quality in infants' exploratory behavior: Relationships 

to problem-solving ability. Infant Behavior and Development, 16 (4), 441-454. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/0163-6383(93)80003-Q. 

Chen, M., & Chan, K. L. (2016). Effects of parenting programs on child maltreatment 

prevention: A meta-analysis. Trauma, Violence, & Abuse, 17(1), 88–104. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1524838014566718 

Colditz, P., Sanders, M. R., Boyd, R., Pritchard, M., Gray, P., O'Callaghan, M. J., Slaughter, 

V., Whittingham, K., O'Rourke, P., Winter, L., Evans, T., Herd, M., Ahern, J., & Jardine, 

L. (2015). Prem Baby Triple P: a randomised controlled trial of enhanced parenting 

capacity to improve developmental outcomes in preterm infants. BMC Pediatrics, 15, 15. 

Collier, A. (2014). Perspectives on parenting in the digital age. In A. B. Jordan and D. Romer 

(Eds.), Media and the well-being of children and adolescents, (pp 247-266). Oxford 

University Press 

Cooley, M. E., Veldorale-Griffin, A., Petren, R.E. & Mullis, A. K. (2014) Parent–Child 

Interaction Therapy: A meta-analysis of child behavior outcomes and parent stress. 

Journal of Family Social Work, 17(3), 191-208. 

https://doi.org/1010.1080/10522158.2014.888696 

Commerford, J., & Robinson, E. (2016). Supported playgroups for parents and children: The 

evidence for their benefits (CFCA Paper No. 40). Australian Institute of Family Studies. 

Cort, L. & Rowley, E. (2015). A case study evaluation of a Group Theraplay intervention to 

support mothers and their preschool children following domestic abuse (Research in 

Brief). British Psychological Society, Debate 156. 



109 
 

Cowen, P. S. (2001). Effectiveness of a parent education intervention for at-risk families. 

Journal of the Society of Pediatric Nurses, 6(2), 73–82. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-

6155.2001.tb00124.x 

Creswell, J. W., & Plano Clark, V. L. (2018). Designing and conducting mixed methods 

research (Third ed.). SAGE. 

Daly, K. J. (2007). Qualitative methods for family studies & human development. SAGE 

Publications, Inc. https://www.doi.org/10.4135/9781452224800 

Department of Education and Early Childhood Development. (2012). Supported playgroups 

and parent groups initiative (SPPI): Outcomes evaluation.  

Duch, H., Fisher, E.M., Ensari, I. & Harrington, A. (2013). Screen time use in children under 

3 years old: A systematic review of correlates. International Journal of Behavioral 

Nutrition and Physical Activity 10, 102. https://doi.org/10.1186/1479-5868-10-102 

Edwards. S. (2005) Constructivism does not only happen in the individual: sociocultural 

theory and early childhood education. Early Child Development and Care, 175(1), 37-

47. https://doi.org/10.1080/0300443042000230311 

Elliott, R., & Timulak, L. (2005). Descriptive and interpretive approaches to qualitative 

research. In J. Miles & P. Gilbert (Eds.), A handbook of research methods for clinical 

and health psychology (pp. 147–159). Oxford University Press. 

Epstein, J. L. (2011). School, family, and community partnerships: Preparing educators and 

improving schools (2nd ed.). Philadelphia, PA: Westview Press. 

Esposito, G., Setoh, P., Shinohara, K., & Bornstein, M. H. (2017). The development of 

attachment: Integrating genes, brain, behavior, and environment. Behavioural Brain 

Research, 325(Pt B), 87–89. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbr.2017.03.025 



110 
 

Eyberg, S.M. (1988). Parent-Child Interaction Therapy: Integration of traditional and 

behavioral concerns. Child & Family Behavior Therapy, 10, 33-46. 

https://doi.org/10.1300/j019v10n01_04  

Fielden, J. M., & Gallagher, L. M. (2008). Building social capital in first-time parents 

through a group-parenting program: a questionnaire survey. International Journal of 

Nursing Studies, 45(3), 406–417. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2006.09.008 

Fontenelle, S. A., Alexander Kahrs, B., Ashley Neal, S., Taylor Newton, A., & Lockman, J. 

J. (2007). Infant manual exploration of composite substrates. Journal of Experimental 

Child Psychology,98(3), 153–167. https://doi-org/10.1016/j.jecp.2007.07.001 

Formosa, S., Heinz, L. & Lieber, L. (2003). TLC3 Vancouver Project Final Report. Toronto 

Foster, E. M., Prinz, R. J., Sanders, M. R., & Shapiro, C. J. (2008). The costs of a public 

health infrastructure for delivering parenting and family support. Children and Youth 

Services Review, 30(5), 493–501. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2007.11.002 

Franchak, J. (2019). The ecology of infants’ perceptual-motor exploration. Current Opinion 

in Psychology, 32. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2019.06.035. 

Gaskill, R. L., & Perry, B. D. (2014). The neurobiological power of play: Using the 

neurosequential model of therapeutics to guide play in the healing process. In C. A. 

Malchiodi & D. A. Crenshaw (Eds.), Creative arts and play therapy for attachment 

problems (pp. 178–194). The Guilford Press 

Gauvain, M. (2005). Sociocultural contexts of learning. In: Learning in Cultural Context. 

International and Cultural Psychology Series. Springer, Boston, MA. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/0-387-27550-9_2 



111 
 

Gilgun, J. F. (2015). Beyond description to interpretation and theory in qualitative social 

work research. Qualitative Social Work, 14(6), 741–752. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1473325015606513 

Gilmer, C., Buchan, J. L., Letourneau, N., Bennett, C. T., Shanker, S.G., Fenwick, A. & 

Smith-Chant, B. (2016). Parent education interventions designed to support the transition 

to parenthood: A realist review. International Journal of Nursing Studies, 59, 118-133. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2016.03.015 

Ginsburg, K. R. (2007). The importance of play in promoting healthy child development and 

maintaining strong parent-child bonds. Pediatrics, 19, 182-91. 

https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2006-2697 

Goff, J., Evangelou, M., & Sylva, K. (2012). Enhancing parents' ways of supporting their 

children's early learning through participation in an early-intervention project in the UK: 

the early learning partnership project. Zeitschrift Fur Familienforschung, 24, 160-177. 

Goldschmied, E. & Jackson, S. (1994). People under three. Young children in day care. 

Routledge.   

Göncü, A., & Perone, A. (2005). Pretend play as a life-span activity. Topoi 24, 137–147. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11245-005-5051-7 

Gordon, I. & Feldman, F. (2015). A biopsychosocial perspective on synchrony and the 

development of human parental care. In S.D Calkins (Ed), Handbook of infant 

biopsychosocial development. Guilford Publications. 

Graves, S. L., & Wright, L. (2011). Parent involvement at school entry: A national 

examination of group differences and achievement. School Psychology International, 

32(1), 35–48. https://doi.org/10.1177/0143034310396611 



112 
 

Harris, P., & Daley, J. (2008). Exploring the contribution of play to social capital in 

institutional adult learning settings. Australian Journal of Adult Learning, 48(1), 50–70.  

Henderson, M., Wittkowski, A., McIntosh, E., McConnachie, A., Buston, K., Wilson, P., 

Calam, R., Minnis, H., Thompson, L., O'Dowd, J., Law, J., McGee, E., Wight, D., & 

THRIVE Trial Research Team (2019). Trial of healthy relationship initiatives for the 

very early years (THRIVE), evaluating Enhanced Triple P for Baby and Mellow Bumps 

additional social and care needs during pregnancy and their infants who are at higher risk 

of maltreatment: study protocol for a randomised controlled trial. Trials, 20(1), 499. 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s13063-019-3571-5 

Heinrichs, N., Bertram, H., Kuschel, A., & Hahlweg, K. (2005). Parent recruitment and 

retention in a universal prevention program for child behavior and emotional problems: 

barriers to research and program participation. Prevention Science: The Official Journal 

of the Society for Prevention Research, 6(4), 275–286. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11121-

005-0006-1 

Hiscock, H., Bayer, J., Price, A., Ukoumunne, O., Rogers, S. & Wake, M. (2008). Universal 

parenting programme to prevent early childhood behavioural problems: Cluster 

randomised trial. BMJ (Clinical Research Edition), 336, 318-21. 

https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.39451.609676.AE. 

Huber A., Hawkins E., Cooper G. (2018) Circle of Security®. In J. Lebow, A. Chambers, D. 

Breunlin (Eds) Encyclopaedia of couple and family therapy. Springer. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-15877-8_845-1 

Johnston, C. and Mash, E. J. (1989). A measure of parenting satisfaction and efficacy. 

Journal of Clinical Child Psychology, 18(2). https://doi.org/.1207/s15374424jccp1802_8 



113 
 

Kennedy, S. C., Kim, J. S., Tripodi, S. J., Brown, S. M., & Gowdy, G. (2016). Does Parent–

Child Interaction Therapy reduce future physical abuse? A meta-analysis. Research on 

Social Work Practice, 26(2), 147–156. https://doi.org/10.1177/1049731514543024 

Jones, C. H., Erjavec, M., Viktor, S., & Hutchings, J. (2016). Outcomes of a comparison 

study into a group-based infant parenting programme. Journal of Child and Family 

Studies, 25(11), 3309–3321. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-016-0489-3 

Kaminski, J. W., Perou, R., Visser, S. N., Scott, K. G., Beckwith, L., Howard, J., Smith, D. 

C., & Danielson, M. L. (2013). Behavioral and socioemotional outcomes through age 5 

years of the legacy for children public health approach to improving developmental 

outcomes among children born into poverty. American Journal of Public Health, 103(6), 

1058–1066. https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2012.300996 

Kendrick, D., Elkan, R., Hewitt, M., Dewey, M., Blair, M., Robinson, J., Williams, D. & 

Brummell, K. (2000). Does home visiting improve parenting and the quality of the home 

environment? a systematic review and meta-analysis. Archives of Disease in Childhood, 

82, 443-51. https://doi.org/10.1136/adc.82.6.443. 

Kohlhoff, J. & Morgan S. (2014). Parent-Child Interaction Therapy for toddlers: A pilot 

study. Child & Family Behavior Therapy, 36(2), 121-139. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/07317107.2014.910733 

Kravtsova, E., & Maximov, A. (2014). Play in the non-classical psychology of L.S. 

Vygotsky. In L. Brooker, M. Blaise, & S. Edwards (Eds), The SAGE handbook of play 

and learning in early childhood (pp. 21-30). SAGE Publications Ltd, 

https://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781473907850.n3 



114 
 

Landry, S. H. & Smith, K. E (2005). The influence of parenting on early literacy skills. In D. 

K. Dickinson & S. B. Neuman (Eds.), Handbook of early literacy research. Guilford 

Publications. 

Leclère, C., Viaux, S., Avril, M., Achard, C., Chetouani, M., Missonnier, S., & Cohen, D. 

(2014). Why synchrony matters during mother-child interactions: A systematic 

review. PloS one, 9(12), e113571. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0113571 

Lehrl, S., Evangelou, M. & Sammons, P. (2020). The home learning environment and its role 

in shaping children’s educational development. School Effectiveness and School 

Improvement, 31(1), 1-6. https://doi.org/ 10.1080/09243453.2020.1693487 

Liggett-Creel, K., Barth, R.P., Mayden, B., & Pitts, B.E. (2017). The Parent University 

Program: Factors predicting change in responsive parenting behaviors. Children and 

Youth Services Review, 81, 10-20. 

Lindsay, G. & Totsika, V. (2017). The effectiveness of universal parenting programmes: the 

CANparent trial. BMC Psychology, 5, 35. https://doi.org/10.1186/s40359-017-0204-1 

Ling, D.S., Tibbetts, G., & Scharfe, E. (2017). Once upon a time: Lessons learned from the 

benefits of Parent-Child Mother Goose. Child Welfare, 95, 9. 

Maas, A. J., Vreeswijk, C. M., de Cock, E. S., Rijk, C. H., & van Bakel, H. J. (2012). 

"Expectant Parents": Study protocol of a longitudinal study concerning prenatal (risk) 

factors and postnatal infant development, parenting, and parent-infant 

relationships. BMC pregnancy and Childbirth, 12, 46. https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-

2393-12-46 

Magill-Evans, J., Harrison, M., Rempel, G. & Slater, L. (2006). Interventions with fathers of 

young children: Systematic literature review. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 55, 248-64. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2648.2006.03896.x. 



115 
 

Majumder, M. A. (2015). The impact of parenting style on children’s educational outcomes 

in the United States. Journal of Family and Economic Issues, 37,1-10. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10834-015-9444-5. 

Manning, S. & Stover, S. (2014). Playcentre: Whānau tupu ngātahi – Families growing 

together. Dictionary of Educational History in Australia and New Zealand (DEHANZ), 

26 May. http://dehanz.net.au 

Marshall, J. (2011). Infant neurosensory development: Considerations for infant childcare. 

Journal of Early Childhood Education, 39, 175–181. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-

011-0460-2 

Masten, A.S. (2001). Ordinary magic. Resilience processes in development. The American 

Psychologist, 56(3), 227-38. https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.56.3.227 

Mathers, S., Eisenstadt, N., Sylva, K., Soukakou, E., Ereky-Stevens, K., Sutton Trust 

(England), & University of Oxford (United Kingdom). (2014). Sound foundations: A 

review of the research evidence on quality of early childhood education and care for 

children under three. implications for policy and practice. Sutton Trust. 

May, H. (2019). Politics in the playground: The world of early childhood in Aotearoa New 

Zealand Otago University Press. 

McLean, K., Edwards, S., Evangelou, M., Skouteris, H., Harrison, L., Hemphill, S., Sullivan, 

P. & Lambert, P. (2015). Playgroups as sites for parental education. Journal of Early 

Childhood Research, 15. https://doi org/10.1177/1476718X15595753. 

McLean, K., Edwards, S. & Morris, H. (2017). Community playgroup social media and 

parental learning about young children's play. Computers & Education, 115, 201-210, 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2017.08.004. 



116 
 

Mihelic, M. M. (2016). Evaluation of the effectiveness of an antenatal parenting program in 

high-risk populations: Baby Triple P. PhD Thesis, School of Psychology, The University 

of Queensland. https://doi.org/10.14264/uql.2016.1045 

Ministry of Education. (2017). Te whāriki: He whāriki mātauranga mō ngā mokopuna o 

Aotearoa early childhood curriculum. 

Moore, T.G., Arefadib, N., Deery, A., & West, S. (2017). The first thousand days: An 

evidence paper. Centre for Community Child Health, Murdoch Children’s Research 

Institute. 

Morris, A. S., Criss, M. M., Silk, J. S. and Houltberg, B. J. (2017), The impact of parenting 

on emotion regulation during childhood and adolescence. Child Development 

Perspectives, 11, 233-238. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12238 

Moss, S. (2012). Natural childhood. National Trust UK 

NASEM - National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine (2016). Parenting 

matters: Supporting parents of children ages 0-8. The National Academies Press. 

https://doi.org/10.17226/21868. 

National Scientific Council on the Developing Child & National Forum on Early Childhood 

Policy and Programs. (2010). The foundations of lifelong health are built in early 

childhood. Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University, 

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/the-foundations-of-lifelong-health-are-

built-in-early-childhood/ 

New Zealand Government (2019). Child and youth wellbeing. 

https://childyouthwellbeing.govt.nz/ 



117 
 

Neale, D., Clackson, K., Georgieva, S., Dedetas, H., Scarpate, M., Wass, S.V., & Leong, V. 

(2018). Toward a neuroscientific understanding of play: A dimensional coding 

framework for analyzing infant–adult play patterns. Frontiers in Psychology, 9. 

Niec, L. N., Barnett, M. L., Prewett, M. S., & Shanley Chatham, J. R. (2016). Group Parent-

Child Interaction Therapy: A randomized control trial for the treatment of conduct 

problems in young children. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 84(8), 682–

698. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0040218 

Nievar, A., Egeren, L. & Pollard, S. (2010). A meta‐analysis of home visiting programs: 

Moderators of improvements in maternal behavior. Infant Mental Health Journal, 31,499 

- 520. https://doi.org/10.1002/imhj.20269. 

O'Connor, A., Nolan, A., Bergmeier, H., Hooley, M., Olsson, C., Cann, W., Williams-Smith, 

J., & Skouteris, H. (2017). Early childhood education and care educators supporting 

parent-child relationships: A systematic literature review. Early Years: An International 

Journal of Research and Development, 37(4), 400–

422. https://doi.org/10.1080/09575146.2016.1233169 

Oranga Tamariki, Ministry for Children (2020). Support for families. 

https://www.orangatamariki.govt.nz/support-for-families/ 

Osher, D., Cantor, P., Berg, J., Steyer, L. & Rose, T (2018). Drivers of human development: 

How relationships and context shape learning and development. Applied Developmental 

Science, 24(1), 6-36. https://doi.org.10.1080/10888691.2017.1398650 

Parenting Place Charitable Trust. (2022). About. https://parentingplace.nz/about 

Parents Centre Aotearoa. (2022). Antenatal & parenting courses. 

https://parentscentre.org.nz/antenatal-parenting-courses/ 



118 
 

Parry, D. C., Glover, T. & Mulcahy, C. M. (2013) From stroller-stalker to momancer. Journal 

of Leisure Research, 45(1), 23-46. https://doi.org/10.18666/jlr-2013-v45-i1-2941 

Patrick, M. E., Rhoades, B. L., Small, M. & Coatsworth, J. D. (2008), Faith‐placed parenting 

intervention. Journal of Community Psychology, 36, 74-80. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.20218 

Patton, M. Q. (2015). Qualitative research and evaluation methods: Integrating theory and 

practice. The definitive text of qualitative inquiry frameworks and options (4th Ed.). 

SAGE Publications, Inc. 

Peacock, S., Konrad, S., Watson, E., Nickel, D., & Muhajarine, N. (2013). Effectiveness of 

home visiting programs on child outcomes: a systematic review. BMC Public Health, 13, 

17. https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-13-17 

Perone, S., Madole, K. L., Ross-Sheehy, S., Carey, M., & Oakes, L. M. (2008). The relation 

between infants' activity with objects and attention to object appearance. Developmental 

Psychology, 44(5), 1242–1248. https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.44.5.1242 

Perou, R., Elliott, M. N., Visser, S. N., Claussen, A. H., Scott, K. G., Beckwith, L. H., 

Howard, J., Katz, L. F., & Smith, D. C. (2012). Legacy for Children™: a pair of 

randomized controlled trials of a public health model to improve developmental 

outcomes among children in poverty. BMC Public Health, 12, 691. 

https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-12-691  

Perry, B. D., Hogan, L. & Marlin, S. (2000) Curiosity, pleasure and play: a 

neurodevelopmental perspective. HAAEYC Advocate, August. 

https://www.childtrauma.org/child-dev-early-childhood 

Piaget, J. (1936). Origins of intelligence in the child. London: Routledge  



119 
 

Piaget, J. (1971). The theory of stages in cognitive development. In D. R. Green, M. P. Ford, 

& G. B. Flamer (Eds), Measurement and Piaget. McGraw-Hill. 

Piazza, E., Hasenfratz, L., Hasson, U. & Lew-Williams, C. (2019). Infant and adult brains are 

coupled to the dynamics of natural communication. Psychological Science, 31. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797619878698. 

Pihama, L. (2010). Kaupapa Māori theory: Transforming theory in Aotearoa. He Pūkenga 
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Appendix B: Email Template and Information Sheet for Organisations 

 

Email template 

 

Kia ora (name if known), 

 

My name is Rosie Gibbs and I am a postgraduate student in the College of Education, Health 

and Human Development at the University of Canterbury.  

 

I am completing a Master’s research project as a part of a Master of Education in Child and 

Family Psychology. I am contacting your organisation because I am researching parenting 

education for parents in the postnatal period (with children aged 0 -2 years). In particular I 

am exploring the use of parent-child participation in play within group parenting sessions.  

 

I am looking for facilitators of postnatal parent education to interview to help me understand 

their perspectives on how parent and infant participation in play works as a component of 

parent education 

 

If you think you have facilitators who may be interested in contributing to this research, and 

if your organisation consents to information being gathered from one of your team, please 

get in touch. I can send you a short email that can be printed or forwarded to your facilitators 

and then they can contact me directly. 

 

I have attached an information sheet and consent form which contains additional 

information. Please contact me if you have any further questions or concerns.  

 

I look forward to hearing from you, 

 

Nga mihi nui 

Rosie  
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Information sheet to be attached to email as a PDF 

 

Play as a Context for Relationships and Learning in Postnatal Parenting Education 

Tēnā koe,  

 

My name is Rosie Gibbs and I am a postgraduate student in the College of Education, Health 

and Human Development at the University of Canterbury. For my Master’s research project 

I am researching the use of parent-child participation in play within parent education 

programmes for parents with children aged 0 -2 years. The purpose of my study is to 

understand the use of play as a component of postnatal parent education, particularly how 

play is used to promote parent-infant relationships and early learning, and how learning 

through play may be transferred into parents’ regular interactions with their children at 

home. 

 

As [name of organization] provides the [name of programme], I am keen to have facilitators from 

[name of programme] participate in this study. Participation is very simple and only includes 

completing a short interview with me, either in person or through a video service such as Zoom. 

 

If you agree for your programme facilitators to take part in this study, I would request that you 

email them a short advertisement that I have prepared about the study so that they may contact me 

at their convenience (this also protects their privacy should they not wish to participate). The 

interview will take approximately one hour and the schedule of questions is available if you wish 

to view it. Basically, I will be asking questions designed to find out how facilitators use and view 

play as a component of [name of programme] and how they feel this may contribute to family 

relationships and learning (both for the parent and the child). Please note that the study does not 

collect data to evaluate or critique the curriculum or delivery of your programme. Rather, the 

purpose is to describe the experiences of facilitators who have been able to observe parents and 

infants engaged in play during parent education sessions. There will be an audio recording made 

of the interview with participant’s consent, but this is kept confidential and not released to anyone 

outside of the research team.  

 

Participation is voluntary and the facilitators have the right to withdraw from the study up 

until [DATE OF DATA ANALYSIS] when data analysis will begin. If a facilitator 

withdraws, all of their information and any information relating to your organisation will 

be permanently removed. In order to protect the privacy of the participants, raw data is 

not released to your organisation. However, participants are given the opportunity to 

review and amend the interview transcript if they wish. A summary of the final results of 

the project will be made available to all the participants and programme organisations.  
 

College of Education, Health and Human Development 

Email: rosina.gibbs@pg.canterbury.ac.nz 

[Date] 
HEC Ref: [Enter when approval given for your study] 
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A thesis is a public document and will be available through the UC Library. The results of the 

project may be published, but you may be assured of the complete confidentiality of data gathered 

in this investigation; the identity of your organisation will not be made public without your prior 

consent. Your organisation can choose to have their name and/or programme acknowledged for its 

contribution to the research. To ensure confidentiality, the facilitator’s identity will be protected 

by using a pseudonym and by ensuring that personal and organizational information in the final 

report do not make them or your programme identifiable. All correspondence and interview data 

is confidential and stored securely on a password protected hard drive and backed up on secure 

university drive.  

 

The project is being carried out as a requirement of the Master of Education in Child and Family 

Psychology by myself, Rosie Gibbs, under the supervision of Dr Myron Friesen who can be 

contacted at myron.friesen@canterbury.ac.nz. He will be pleased to answer any questions or 

discuss any concerns you may have about participation in the project. 

 

This project has been reviewed and approved by the University of Canterbury Human 

Ethics Committee, and participants should address any complaints to The Chair, Human 

Ethics Committee, University of Canterbury, Private Bag 4800, Christchurch (human-

ethics@canterbury.ac.nz). 
 

If you agree for your course facilitators to participate in the study, you are asked to complete the 

consent form and send it by email rosina.gibbs@pg.canterbury.ac.nz. A scanned or photographed 

copy is suitable, please ask for assistance if you need advice on how to this or if you would prefer 

to send it by mail. 

 

Nga mihi nui, 

Rosie Gibbs 

rosina.gibbs@pg.canterbury.ac.nz 

 

mailto:myron.friesen@canterbury.ac.nz
mailto:human-ethics@canterbury.ac.nz
mailto:human-ethics@canterbury.ac.nz
mailto:rosina.gibbs@pg.canterbury.ac.nz
mailto:rosina.gibbs@pg.canterbury.ac.nz
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Appendix C: Participant Recruitment Letter 

 

 

Play as a Context for Relationships and Learning in Postnatal Parenting Education 

Research Participants Needed 

[to be sent to consenting organisations as a PDF attachment that can be forwarded to potential 

facilitator participants] 

 

Kia ora, 

 

My name is Rosie Gibbs and I am a postgraduate student in the College of Education, 

Health and Human Development at the University of Canterbury.  

 

For my Master’s research project I am researching the use of parent-child participation in 

play within parent education programmes for parents with children aged 0 -2 years. The 

purpose of my study is to understand the use of play as a component of postnatal parent 

education, particularly how play is used to promote parent-infant relationships and early 

learning, and how learning through play may be transferred into parents’ regular 

interactions with their children at home 

I am looking for facilitators of postnatal parenting education that use play during their sessions to 

participate in my research. Participation is very simple and only involves completing a short 

interview with me, either in person or through a video service such as Zoom. The organisation 

you work for has consented to facilitators participating. All information you share in this research 

is kept private and confidential to the research team and your identity and that of the organisation 

you work for will protected in any publication of the results. 

 

If you are interested in participating, please contact me and I can provide you with additional details 

about the confidentiality and consent procedures and what you can expect from the interview 

process.  

 

Nga mihi, 

Rosie 

rosina.gibbs@pg.canterbury.ac.nz 

 

  

College of Education, Health and Human Development 

Email: rosina.gibbs@pg.canterbury.ac.nz 

[Date] 

HEC Ref: [Enter when approval given for your study] 
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Appendix D: Consent form for Organisations 

 

 

Play as a Context for Relationships and Learning in Postnatal Parenting Education 

Consent Form for Organisations and Service Providers 

Please tick all statements below to consent to facilitators from [NAME OF PROGRAMME] having the 

opportunity to participate in this research. 

 

□ I have been given a full explanation of this project and have had the opportunity to 

ask questions. 

□ I understand what is required of our organisation and the research participant. 

□ I understand that participation is voluntary and the participant may withdraw at 
any time without penalty up until the time of data analysis on [DATE TO BE 
INSERTED HERE].  

□ I understand that participants’ privacy will be kept confidential to the research team 
which includes removing any information that is personal to the participant and/or 
your organization that may threaten their privacy.  

□ I understand that our organisation is not able to access information and opinions 
collected from the facilitator participating.  

□ I understand that all data collected for the study will be kept in locked and secure 
facilities and/or in password protected electronic form and will be destroyed after 
five years. 

□ I understand that the results of this research will be published as a thesis which is a 
public document and available in the University of Canterbury library, and may also 
be published in other forms such as academic journals, research reports, and 
conference presentations. 

□ I understand that I can contact the researcher, Rosie Gibbs 
[rosina.gibbs@pg.canterbury.ac.nz] or her supervisor, Myron Friesen 
[myron.friesen@canterbury.ac.nz], for further information. If I have any 
complaints, I can contact the Chair of the University of Canterbury Human Ethics 
Committee, Private Bag 4800, Christchurch (human-ethics@canterbury.ac.nz) 

□ By signing below, I declare that I am in a position of authority in this organization 

to agree to a facilitator from our parent education programme participating in this 

research project. 

 

 

Please select from the following options – 

□ Our organisation would like our contribution acknowledged in the 
published thesis  

College of Education, Health and Human Development 

Email: rosina.gibbs@pg.canterbury.ac.nz 

[Date] 
HEC Ref: [Enter when approval given for your study] 

 
 

mailto:human-ethics@canterbury.ac.nz
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□ Our organisation would not like our contribution acknowledged in the 
published thesis 

□ Our organisation would like a summary of the results of the project 

 

 

Name of Organisation:   
  

 

Signed on behalf by (Name):    Date:  
  

 

Email address: 

  

 

Please return this form to Rosie Gibbs at rosina.gibbs@pg.canterbury.ac.nz. If you need assistance 

to send a copy by email, or you wish to send my mail please get in touch, 
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Appendix E: Information Sheet for Research Participants 

 

 

Play as a Context for Relationships and Learning in Postnatal Parenting Education 

Information Sheet for Research Participants 

Tēnā koe,  

 

My name is Rosie Gibbs and I am a postgraduate student in the College of Education, Health 

and Human Development at the University of Canterbury. I have worked as a registered early 

childhood teacher and have experience in parent education and support groups in the 

postnatal period. For my Master’s research project I am researching the use of parent-child 

participation in play within parent education programmes for parents with children aged 0 -2 

years. The purpose of my study is to understand the use of play as a component of postnatal 

parent education, particularly how play is used to promote parent-infant relationships and 

early learning, and how learning through play may be transferred into parents’ regular 

interactions with their children at home. 

You have been approached to take part in this study because you facilitate a parent education 

programme that may fit the research criteria. I have made contact with the organisation you work 

for and they have consented to facilitators from (NAME OF PROGRAMME) participating in this 

research. They will not have access to any information you provide as a research participant. 

 

If you choose to take part in this study, your involvement in this project would require participating 

in a face-to-face (in person) or Zoom interview with myself. This interview will take approximately 

one hour and the schedule of questions will be available in advance. Basically, I will be asking 

questions designed to find out how facilitators use and view play as a component of [name of 

programme] and how they feel this may contribute to family relationships and learning (both for the 

parent and the child). Please note that the study does not collect data to evaluate or critique the 

curriculum or delivery of your programme. Rather, the purpose is to describe the experiences of 

facilitators who have been able to observe parents and infants engaged in play during parent 

education sessions. There will be an audio recording made of the interview with your consent, but 

no one outside of the research team will have access to your recording or the subsequent transcript.  

 

Participation is voluntary and you have the right to withdraw at any stage without penalty. 

The organisation you work for cannot view the raw data collected to protect your privacy 

but you can review and amend the interview transcript if you wish. If you withdraw from 

the study, I will remove all information relating to you and your organisation. A summary 

of the final results of the project will be made available to you if you wish to receive it.  
 

College of Education, Health and Human Development 

Email: rosina.gibbs@pg.canterbury.ac.nz 

[Date] 
HEC Ref: [Enter when approval given for your study] 
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A thesis is a public document and will be available through the UC Library. The results of the 

project may be published, but you may be assured of the complete confidentiality of the data 

gathered in this investigation; your identity will not be made public. To ensure confidentiality, your 

identity as a participant will be protected by using a pseudonym and by ensuring that personal and 

organizational information in the final report does not make you identifiable or link you to a 

specific parent education programme. In the case where quotes from your interview are used, these 

will be edited to remove any identifying information about you and your organisation. All 

correspondence and interview data is confidential and stored securely on a password protected hard 

drive and backed up on secure university drive. Your organisation can choose to have their name 

and/or programme acknowledged for its contribution to the research. 

 

The project is being carried out as a requirement of the Master of Education in Child and Family 

Psychology by myself, Rosie Gibbs, under the supervision of Dr Myron Friesen. Myron can be 

contacted at myron.friesen@canterbury.ac.nz. He will be pleased to discuss any concerns you may 

have about participation in the project. 

 

This project has been reviewed and approved by the University of Canterbury Human Ethics 

Committee, and participants should address any complaints to The Chair, Human Ethics 

Committee, University of Canterbury, Private Bag 4800, Christchurch (human-

ethics@canterbury.ac.nz). 
 

If you agree to participate in the study, you are asked to complete the consent form and send it by 

email rosina.gibbs@pg.canterbury.ac.nz. A scanned or photographed copy is suitable, please ask 

for assistance if you need advice on how to this or if you would prefer to send it by mail. 

 

  

mailto:myron.friesen@canterbury.ac.nz
mailto:human-ethics@canterbury.ac.nz
mailto:human-ethics@canterbury.ac.nz
mailto:rosina.gibbs@pg.canterbury.ac.nz


136 
 

Appendix F: Consent Form for Research Participants 

 

 

 

Play as a Context for Relationships and Learning in Postnatal Parenting Education 

Consent Form for Research Participants 

 

Please tick all statements that are applicable 

 

□ I have been given a full explanation of this project and have had the opportunity to 

ask questions. 

 

□ I understand what is required of me if I agree to take part in the research. 

 

□ I understand that participation is voluntary and I may withdraw at any time 
without penalty. Withdrawal of participation will also include the withdrawal 
of any information I have provided should this remain practically achievable. 

 

□ I understand that the organisation I work for has consented to my participation and 
they will not have access to any information collected from me. They will not be 
informed that I have participated but at my discretion I can discuss my experiences 
with colleagues and my employer.  

 

□ I understand that I will participate in an in-person or Zoom interview and that this 
interview will be recorded. 

 

□ I understand that any information or opinions I provide will be kept confidential, that 
my identity will be protected by a pseudonym, and any quotes that are used will be 
edited to remove any identifying information about me and my organisation. I 
understand that a thesis is a public document and will be available through the UC 
Library. 

 

□ I understand that all data collected for the study will be kept in locked and secure 
facilities and/or in password protected electronic form and will be destroyed after 
five years.  

College of Education, Health and Human Development 

Email: rosina.gibbs@pg.canterbury.ac.nz 

[Date] 
HEC Ref: [Enter when approval given for your study] 
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□ I understand that I can contact the researcher, Rosie Gibbs 
[rosina.gibbs@pg.canterbury.ac.nz], or her supervisor, Myron Friesen 
[myron.friesen@canterbury.ac.nz], for further information. If I have any 
complaints, I can contact the Chair of the University of Canterbury Human Ethics 
Committee, Private Bag 4800, Christchurch (human-ethics@canterbury.ac.nz) 

 

□ I would like a summary of the results of the project 
 

□ By signing below, I agree to participate in this research project. 

 

Name: Signed: Date: 

  
 

Email address (for report of findings, if applicable): 

  

 

Please return this form to Rosie Gibbs at rosina.gibbs@pg.canterbury.ac.nz. If you need assistance 

to send a copy by email, or you wish to send my mail please get in touch. 

 

 

  

mailto:human-ethics@canterbury.ac.nz


138 
 

Appendix G: Semi-Structured Interview Schedule for Parent Education Facilitators 

Interview Structure via the Hui Process (Pitama et al., 20171) 

[NOTE: The structure of the interview is based on the Hui process and adapted by Pitama et 

al., 2017. The interview questions will be sent to participants within 24 hours of interview, 

and available to organisations if requested during information and consent process] 

Introduction: 

Kia ora, 

Mihimihi –greetings and engagement 

• Introduce self – provide details that are appropriate to the setting 

• Invite participant to introduce themselves 

 

Karakia Timatanga 

Kia hora te marino 

Kia whakapapa pounamu te moana 

Hei huarahi mā tātoui te rāngi nei 

Aroha atu aroha mai 

Tātou i a tātou katoa 

Hui ē! Tāiki ē! 

May peace be widespread. 

May the sea be like greenstone; 

a pathway for all of us this day. 

Let us show respect for each 

other, for one another. 

Bind us all together 

 
1 Pitama, S., Bennett, S., Waitoki, W., Haitana, T., Valentine, H., Pahina, J., Taylor, J., Tassell-Matamua, N., 
Rowe, L, Beckert, L., Palmer, S., Huria, T., Lacey, C. & Mclachlan, A. (2017). A proposed Hauora Māori clinical 
guide for psychologists: Using the Hui Process and Meihana Model in clinical assessment and formulation. New 
Zealand Journal of Psychology, 46 (3), 7-19 
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Whakawhanaungatanga – build relationships and make a connection 

• Build rapport, help the participant feel comfortable – make connections to common 

interests, people, places where appropriate 

To begin the interview - 

• give a summary of the interview procedure, research objectives, consent and 

confidentiality requirements as per the information sheet and consent form 

• ensure the participant understands the interview can stop at any time or they can take 

a break; they can pass on any question. 

• encourage the participant to ask questions and make clarifications 

Kaupapa – the main purpose of the session 

• This is a semi-structured interview. This means that there are some questions prepared 

but also there is flexibility to discuss topics as they arise. 

Work through demographic questions - use this opportunity to continue to make connections, show 

respect and attentiveness to build trust and openness in the interaction. 

• Work through research questions – offer breaks, move flexibly through questions – 

this may mean skipping a question and returning to it, provide the participant 

encouragement and space to explore themes and ideas 

Poroaki/whakamutunga – closing the session 

• Provide a chance for the participant to debrief - e.g. Did participating in this interview 

raise any questions or concerns for you that you would like to discuss before we 

conclude? 

• Thank the participant for their time and energy participating in the research. 

• Next steps – ensure the participant understands what will happen following the 

interview. The participant will receive a transcript of the interview which they can 

review and make changes to. Any changes need to be sent to the researcher within 2 

weeks of receiving the transcript. The participant will receive a summary of the 

research if they want to. 

• Reassure the participant of confidentially and privacy measures and that they can 

contact the researcher, the research supervisor or the university if they have any 

questions or concerns.  

Karakia Whakamutunga 

Kia whakairia te tapu 

Kia wātea ai te ara 

Kia turuki whakataha ai 
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Kia turuki whakataha ai 

Haumi e. Hui e. Tāiki e! 

 

Restrictions are moved aside 

So the pathways is clear 

To return to everyday activities 
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Semi-Structured Interview Schedule for Parent Education Facilitators 

 

 Demographic questions 

The first questions are quick questions about you. They will be confidential and will not be 

used to identify you or your programme in the thesis. 

1. What is the title of your role for your organisation? 

2. How long have you been in this position? 

3. What experiences or qualifications do you have that help with your role as a 

facilitator? 

4. Are you a parent or grandparent? 

5. What ethnicity do you identify with? 

6. What gender do you identify with? 

7. In what ways do you think your personal experiences and worldview impact the way 

you view play and its role in parenting? 

8. Is there any other information about you that you would like me to know? 

 

Parent education programme questions 

These questions will help me understand what your sessions ‘look’ like and will help guide our 

discussion so it is more specific to your setting. 

 

9. Describe the population you work with in general terms (e.g. age of children, 

demographics, ethnicity, gender). 

 

10. Describe the basic structure for a parent education session in your programme. 

 

11. What is your role as a facilitator when parents and children are engaged in play during 

the sessions? 

 

Research questions 
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 The next group of questions are the questions that will help me gather information about your 

experiences using and observing play with parents and children during your sessions. Please 

remember this isn’t a test, I really want to know your opinion and your experience. There is no right 

or wrong answer. 

12. How would you define or describe play as it relates to your sessions/programme? 

 

13. What do you think are the benefits of having parents and children participating in play 

alongside the delivery of the educational component of parent education? 

14. What do you think are the challenges of having parents and children participating in 

play alongside the delivery of parent education? 

15. How does what you notice during the play interactions achieve the objectives or 

purpose of you parent education programme? 

16. What do you think parents like most about the time for play during the sessions? 

What do you think they like least? 

17. How would you compare how parents’ approach or value the ‘play’ component 

compared to the ‘education’ component of your programme? 

18. Does parents’ participation and attitude to play change over the course of the 

programme? 

19. Thinking about the demographics (e.g., gender, ethnicity and culture, socioeconomic 

status, parents’ ages) of the families you work with, do you think there are any issues 

I should consider that impact parents approaches to and experiences of play within 

your sessions? 

20. Are there any other issues or comments related to play and parent education that you 

would like to add before we finish the interview? 

 

If you have any questions or comments after the end of this interview, please contact the 

researcher [rosina.gibbs@pg.canterbury.ac.nz] or her supervisor Myron Friesen 

[myron.friesen@canterbury.ac.nz]. 

This project has been reviewed and approved by the University of Canterbury Human Ethics 

Committee, and participants should address any complaints to The Chair, Human Ethics 

Committee, University of Canterbury, Private Bag 4800, Christchurch (human-

ethics@canterbury.ac.nz). 

 

 

mailto:human-ethics@canterbury.ac.nz
mailto:human-ethics@canterbury.ac.nz

