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ARE THERE CRITICAL TIMES IN THE MENTAL DEVELOPMENT OF INFANTS AND TODDLERS?

The first 3 years of life are critical to the development of the human brain, and the first 6 months are the most important.  These early months and years have a powerful influence on their life-long mental development and the ability to learn.  The more the minds of infants and toddlers are stimulated, the greater the number of pathways for information processing in their brains.
WHAT HAPPENS TO INFANTS AND TODDLERS WHOSE BRAINS ARE NOT STIMULATED?
Infants and toddlers whose brains are not stimulated begin to lose the capacity to use their brains at full potential.  Excess and unused brain cells are eliminated.  Pathways for information processing do not open and are lost forever.

HOW CAN I STIMULATE MY BABY’S BRAIN?

Loving interactions with you is the best stimulation you can give your baby.  Playing music, reading and talking to your baby are very powerful ways to stimulate her mind.  Receptors for learning open up in your baby’s brain when you spend this type of quality time with her.

HOW DOES READING TO MY BABY HELP?

Reading to your baby is the single most effective thing you can do to insure her ability to learn to read when she reaches school.  Reading to your baby also does the following.

· Develops her attention span

· Improves her language abilities

· Creates a love for books that will last a lifetime

HOW DO MUSIC AND REPETITION HELP?

Music helps in the development of math reasoning.  Repetition promotes the development and growth of memory.  Singing nursery rhymes repeatedly or reading your child’s favorite books to her again and again are powerful tools in developing learning skills.
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HOW DOES TALKING TO MY BABY HELP?

Talking to your baby helps her know how important she is to you.  Her attachment to you fuels her desire to learn to communicate and encourages her curiosity and interest in the world.  This is also her first exposure to language.  The speech centers in a baby’s brain grow rapidly between 6 and 10 months, again at 12 months and again at 18 months.

ARE EDUCATIONAL TOOLS AND GAMES USEFUL?

A few educational tools and games are useful, but most are not.  “Educational” toys and games are usually expensive and have little value developing learning skills.  Flash cards, for example, can even cause stress, rather than stimulate a baby.  REMEMBER: You are your baby’s main source of information; your thoughts, your voice, your touch, your love and your affection.
WHY IS THE DEVELOPMENT OF CURIOSITY IMPORTANT?

Curiosity is the foundation of your baby’s educational development.  Babies are born with a natural desire to learn about and explore the world.  You can nurture this desire by regularly involving your baby in activities that interest her.  Some interests of infants and babies at different ages include the following.

· 3 MONTHS – Babies are interested in their hands and will swipe at objects.  Sturdy crib toys and mobiles that are within 6 to 8 inches of her eyes are ideal at this age.

· 6 MONTHS – Provide your baby with a variety of objects and plastic containers.  Objects should be different shapes and from 2 to 5 inches in size.  These objects should have fine details that can be touched and looked at.  The baby will spend time putting the objects in the containers, then pouring them out.  Practicing these simple skills with small objects will be of interest to your baby for the next year.  (CAUTION: Be sure the objects are large enough not to swallow and the plastic containers do not have sharp edges).

· 8 MONTHS – Your baby’s natural curiosity is at its peak.  Baby proofing your home will allow you to provide your baby with freedom to explore her world.  This is also a time of danger for your baby, as this high level of curiosity is responsible for many accidents and poisonings.  Making room for your baby in the kitchen and other living areas will allow her to explore and save you from having to run after her.  Water play is of special interest to babies of this age.  Supervision around water is essential for their safety.
· 14 MONTHS – Water play continues to be of great interest.  Imaginative play begins with dolls and small figures.  Any ball is of special interest to children of this age.  Opportunities to play outside in addition to playing in the house provide plenty of exciting environments.  Empty boxes of all sizes are wonderful.
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· 24 MONTHS – Major leaps in language and thinking abilities allow interesting conversations and a new level of pretend play with your toddler.  Promote imaginative play and encourage your toddler to think ahead by discussing “what would happen if” conversations.  For example, “What would happen if you forgot to turn off the bath water?”
SHOULD I TEACH MY TODDLER TO READ?

Focus on reading to your toddler, not on having her read to you.  Play is your toddler’s main way of learning.  If she is genuinely interested in learning something, she will persist in her attempts to learn it.  Three-year-olds can be taught to read and write, but they tend to do so for adults, not for themselves.  Follow your child’s lead in this regard.
WHERE CAN I LEARN MORE ABOUT DEVELOPING MY BABY’S LEARNING SKILLS?

The first 3 years of your child’s life are a critical time in the development of her learning skills.  By doing some simple things with your baby, you can assure that her curiosity and intellectual potential are not limited.  For more information about developing your baby’s learning skills, contact these agencies.
The National Association for the

Education of Young Children

www.naeyc.org
(800) 424-2460

Zero to Three

www.zerotothree.org
(202) 638-1144

Read To Me

www.readtomeprogram.org
(212) 721-6211

National Even Start Association

www.evenstart.org
(800) 997-3731

Bonding with Baby

www.bondingwithbaby.org
(866) LAP-TIME
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