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A group of young families were well prepared for lockdown thanks to an innovative programme that promotes 
interaction and talk for babies and toddlers in their first 1,000 days of life. 

The families in Auckland and Ōpōtiki coped with the stress of lockdown by using the tips and tools passed on by 
Talking Matters – a campaign to educate parents and whānau about the importance of talking with their baby from 
before they are born.

Tampy Bernard started out as a parent participant in Talking Matters to Tamaki in Auckland with his son Hawaiki, 2, 
and now works as one of its community activators.

He says the skills he learnt as a parent with Talking Matters were “lifechanging”.

“We focus on 14 talking tips and I found a number of these were really helpful during lockdown. Getting down 
to his level had a big impact with Hawaiki as his facial features and hand gestures increased as soon as I did 
that. Following his lead is another great tool where you look at what he is interested in and ask him open-ended 
questions to keep the conversation going,” he says. 

Hawaiki has bloomed under the programme and can understand Māori, Samoan, and English, recognise the 
different translations for the same word and respond in the correct language. 

Awhina Kurei-Ranapia is part of Ōpōtiki Whakatōhea Talking Matters – a new partnership between Talking Matters and 
the Whakatōhea Iwi Trust Board to embed the programme through Opotiki’s social service and education ecosystem. 
The programme had only just started in February but Awhina continued to be coached virtually during lockdown.

“Rāhui (lockdown) gave the space for parents to grow closer and bond with their pēpi (babies). It was a big shift. 
Through Talking Matters, parents already noticed more what their kids were doing, but now they had more time to 
pay attention. The outcome was amazing,” says Awhina.
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Tampy Bernard and his son Hawaiki (2), making the most of “serve and return” communication during lockdown.



Talking Matters Operations Director Madeleine Sheahan says this 
language rich environment is not common for all families, due to a 
number of factors.

“History has played a part in changing inherent parenting practices, and 
the stresses of modern life have had a role too,” she says 

The Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University says 
interactive communication, coined ‘serve and return’, is an important 
protective factor for toxic stress. 

“Some Kiwi children are starting school with oral language levels 
normally expected of a three-year-old, and this early language difference 
is a significant contributor to a long term education gap,” she says. “The 
effects of this are much more challenging for disadvantaged children 
than the affluent.”

Talking Matters wants all children to have the language they need for a successful start at school. The research out 
of Harvard indicates that ‘serve and return’ plays a vital role during the first three years of life, which is when 80% 
of brain development occurs.

The programme partners with organisations and early education services to co-design and deliver intensive 
programmes powered by LENA ‘talk pedometer’ technology. The LENA vests measure interaction by collecting 
data on the number of adult words a child receives on a given day and the verbal responses they provide in return. 
Families are supported by a family coach to report and analyse the LENA data.

Although lockdown meant coaches could not meet families face-to-face, it did push Talking Matters to experiment 
with social media, video calls and webinars to deliver its programmes. 

Bernard’s video diaries of his family during lockdown, ‘Talking Changes – The ‘Bernard Bubble’, engaged an 
audience of thousands, especially Pasifika aiga (extended families), via Talking Matters’ Facebook page.

Awhina recorded video chats of her talking and singing sessions with her infant and shared them with other 
whānau via Facebook which recorded more than 1,000 views.

“That’s where we have the opportunity to scale and extend the work in the future,” says Madeleine. 

“The increased use of technology was always part of our development plan, but lockdown showed us the 
opportunities for scaling and extending our programme nationally.”

Talking Matters is funded by the NEXT Foundation, Cognition Education Trust and Oranga Tamariki Ministry for 
Children, and has used this funding to test its peer-to-peer learning, and whānau-to-whānau coaching model in 
three Auckland communities and in Opotiki.

“For us, our lockdown experience affirmed what we had learned about our work over the past two years,” says 
Madeleine. 

“Our goal is whānau wellbeing and whānau resilience, the language will come in that environment. Our standout 
learning is that we do our greatest work, with greatest impact, when we work in collaboration with community, 
she says. 

“The values that became more important to New Zealanders in response to Covid-19 – resilience, community, 
being in this together – are all the values we promote and it showed us that we were on the right path.”

NEXT representative Mike Ferrand says the combination of community engagement, cutting-edge data collection 
and analysis with a holistic family-led approach has great promise.

“We know the first 1,000 days of a child’s life are critical in shaping their future successes. We are supporting 
Talking Matters to road test its model, with the aim of ultimately scaling the campaign to ensure all children who 
live in Aotearoa New Zealand are set up with the oral skills to prosper in the 21st century.”
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“The values that became more 
important to New Zealanders 
in response to Covid-19 – 
resilience, community, being 
in this together – are all the 
values we promote and it 
showed us that we were on 
the right path.”

Madeleine Sheahan, Talking Matters 
Operations Director


