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Introduction


The arrival of a new baby in the world is, for parents, one of the most amazing experiences imaginable.


Even though you know that millions upon millions of people go through the same thing every year, it seems miraculous. And that’s exactly how it should be. Your baby is your own very special gift and because of that you will know instinctively what is right for him or for her in a way that is far beyond any book to advise.
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Yet it can be daunting. You want the very best for your children. You want them to grow happy and bright, and face the world with joy and the ability to make the most of their potential – and then you realize that it’s all up to you. Suddenly the prospect of being the best possible parent can seem just a little bit unnerving, and that’s where this book aims to help.


This book gathers together 50 of the most important ideas from scientific and childcare experts on child development. Covering the period from late pregnancy to two years of age, these ideas will give you a grounding in the relevant neuroscience and psychology that are important in helping your child to develop healthily, happily and perfectly able to meet life’s challenges with confidence – whatever they are.


What’s interesting is that all the experts agree that the most important thing – in terms of brain development and physical and emotional wellbeing – is that your baby is truly loved and cherished. This book shows you how and why this is true, and why it’s so important to acknowledge that ultimately, you’re the expert on your own child. Every baby is unique, and your job is to nourish that individuality to its fullest potential. This book will give you the skills and knowledge you need to help your child become a truly super-bright baby.


John Farndon







1 Nourishing baby





It’s important to eat well during pregnancy, to ensure that your body can supply all the nutrients your baby needs to develop and maximize her growing brain’s potential. By the time she is born, your baby’s brain will have grown more than 100 billion neurons.


Steady meals


Before you start to worry too much about your eating habits, though, just relax. Becoming stressed about what you should or shouldn’t eat can actually be more harmful to your developing baby than any amount of dietary deficiencies. So allow yourself to be flexible about what you eat and when.


In essence, all you really need is a normal balanced diet to give your baby’s brain a good start in life in the womb. This means plenty of fresh fruit and vegetables every day, some calcium-rich dairy foods, a few helpings of lean meat, fish, chicken or legumes, and some carbohydrates, such as bread, rice or pasta. If you eat a reasonably healthy diet already, simply keep an eye on your fat intake, raise your carbohydrates slightly and eat a little more fruit and vegetables than usual.


Extra carbohydrates are necessary because your body needs extra energy to carry a baby. Just how much extra depends on your normal weight and fitness, but it’s likely to be about 15–20 per cent – a boost from, say, 2,000 calories a day to 2,300. Bear in mind that although you’re eating for two, the second person in the equation is only around the size of a pea during the first trimester. During the third trimester, as the baby approaches birth weight, you’ll need to boost your intake to around 2,500 calories a day.
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Your body needs up to a third more protein than usual to provide the growing baby with the nutrition necessary for brain development. If you’re a vegetarian, think about increasing your intake of protein-rich foods such as legumes, soy, quinoa, couscous, nuts and seeds. Pregnant women also need additional iron (from things like beef, dried fruit and soy) to build red blood cells, especially in the later months. You’ll need lots of calcium and vitamin D in your diet (from cheese and milk) to build your baby’s teeth and bones, and plenty of water, because your blood volume goes up 50 per cent when you’re pregnant.



Brain boosters


Some foods and nutrients are thought to be specifically important to brain development. Folic acid, also known as vitamin B9, sits at the top of this list. A baby’s brain and nervous system starts developing in the first few months of pregnancy with the growth of a groove of neural cells; these curl round to form a tube that will become the brain and spinal cord. Folic acid plays a key role in developing the genetic material for neural cells, and if this is deficient in early pregnancy, the neural tube may not develop properly, and can this lead to brain and spinal cord abnormalities such as spina bifida. You can obtain folates naturally by eating green leafy vegetables, asparagus and fortified cereals, but as the level of folic acid is critical in the first six weeks of pregnancy, doctors recommend taking a multivitamin supplement that includes 0.4 mg of folic acid.
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Found great recipe for salmon stuffed with spinach and cream cheese. Delicious! And good for baby! #yummymummy












In recent years, a lot of people have talked about how oily, cold-water fish such as herrings are the ultimate brain food. Fish oil is rich in the fatty acid omega-3, which is thought to have a wide range of benefits. One form of omega-3 called DHA (docosahexaenoic acid) makes up a significant portion of the membranes of neurons, a type of nerve cell – the brain is made up of around 100 billion neurons. DHA also encourages the production of BDNF (brain-derived neurotrophic factor), which helps promote new neuron growth and connections. One scientific study suggested that when women ate more oily fish during the second trimester, their babies did better on mental development tests at six months of age. However, don’t overdo it: two portions of oily fish a week (about 140 g/5–6 oz each) is probably enough. Also, avoid fish which are likely to have high levels of mercury (see box, below).



Other essential nutrients


Other significant nutrients for brain development include choline, iodine and copper. Choline (found in milk and eggs) helps form cell membranes and is important for the formation of blood vessels, including those now forming in your baby’s brain. Dairy products, eggs and seafood are rich in iodine, which is necessary for healthy brain and nervous system development. Mushrooms and tinned tomato purée are very rich in copper, which is important for the formation of neurotransmitters (the chemicals that carry signals in the nervous system).


If you aim to ‘eat the rainbow’ – eating vegetables of every colour – and have a good protein and carbohydrate intake, you’ll receive all the nutrients you need for a happy, healthy baby.








Foods to avoid


On the whole, most foods that form part of a normal healthy diet are fine to eat when you’re pregnant. But these are no-nos:




	Alcohol, except in really small amounts; alcohol can cross the placenta. A recent study suggests that even moderate amounts of alcohol in pregnancy can lower a child’s IQ.


	Rare meat and raw egg mayonnaise, which can be a source of toxoplasmosis. This produces flulike symptoms in mum but can be devastating for baby.


	Fish containing concentrations of mercury from pollution such as mackerel, shark and swordfish.


	Liquorice. Surprisingly, a study in Finland, where young women eat a lot of liquorice, showed that children of mothers who ate a lot of liquorice when they were pregnant did less well in cognitive tests at 8 years old and showed poor attention.












Condensed idea


Eliminating stress and focusing on relaxation will give your baby the best start





2 Prepped and ready



Pregnancy can be tiring and it can seem as if you have little time to spare. But if you can find a moment or two, it is well worth finding out not only what to expect when your baby arrives, but also what he will need from you to become a truly super-bright baby.

Mental preparation

There’s all kinds of medical advice readily available to help you through the physical aspects of pregnancy and prepare for your baby’s arrival. But what can you do to prepare the right mental environment?
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Just been on a ‘babymoon’ in Spain to celebrate the first ultrasound. Now totally relaxed. #muminbliss








The first thing is to understand the importance of your own wellbeing as parents. This is because it’s essential for you and your baby to bond in a safe, stress-free environment – and that environment is essentially the space and love you provide. This means that it’s not enough to think only about your baby – you need to think about yourself and your health and happiness. If you are happy and confident, your baby will be too. The curiosity and inquisitiveness that’s so central to the bright baby depends on his feeling secure in the world. If you’re still struggling with emotional problems, you’re likely to pass on strong negative feelings, such as fear or anxiety, without even realizing it. So as you’re thinking about healthy eating and nursery preparations, take time, too, to think about ways to feel happy and secure in yourself and about the pregnancy. Not everyone’s circumstances are comfortable, of course, and many people’s lives are beset by genuine problems over which they have no control; this is a good time to take stock of exactly what you can and can’t control, changing what you can and accepting what you can’t. As you wait for the big day when your baby arrives, set yourself the goal of making yourself as happy and relaxed as possible for the early days of his life. Consciously choose it, and think about how you might make it happen.





Watching other parents

Build your confidence as a prospective parent by finding out as much as you can about real parents and babies. Theories are great, but there’s nothing like watching parenting in action to give you a genuine sense of what it’s like to look after a child.


	Spend time around other babies. Research has shown that brain changes that encourage nurturing behaviour occur as a result of pregnancy and when people spend time looking after babies. You might not feel any different, but being around babies will actually change your brain to prepare for parenting.

	Do lots of research. Some of us are lucky enough to have been taught great parenting skills by our parents, but many prospective parents feel that they’re lacking in the necessary skills and hands-on know-how. Check out some of the parenting website forums, where real parents offer support and solutions to each other.

	Visit baby classes, such as baby massage or swimming, that you might like to consider joining with your own child.









Fix any irritations

If there are practical irritations in your life, this is the time to fix them. If a dripping tap needs attention, for instance, do it now. Of course, it makes little practical difference whether you do it now or after the baby arrives, and you may even think that once the baby arrives and you’re off work, at least for a while, that you’ll have more time to deal with things like this. But it’s a question of mental preparation. If you sort out the tap now, you will have dealt with a source of irritation – and given yourself a sense of achievement. Some women like to find little ways of feeling better every day of their pregnancy, and fixing practical irritations can score surprisingly highly on the feelgood factor.

The same thing goes for emotional irritations, such as lingering bad feelings of any sort with family, friends or neighbours. Do whatever you can to iron things out with the minimum fuss and maximum generosity. This sounds self-evident, but it’s surprising how many parents carry grudges right through to the moment of birth – and even heighten them as the tension of expectation mounts. Think about the fact that you want the world to be a loving, safe place for your baby to enter – a place free from emotional turmoil and full of caring people. This might help you to put your own issues into perspective and give you the incentive to make that difficult phone call or visit.

Have fun!

Above all, try to make pregnancy a pleasure, rather than something you have to endure in order to have a baby. Go to yoga classes, if that’s what makes you relaxed. If you love swimming or taking long walks, go with your instinct and do those instead. Any form of gentle exercise will make you feel healthier and give you a positive sense of your own wellbeing and strength. Make time for really relaxing too, by going out to concerts or a movie with your partner or friends, and simply spending cosy time at home. One great thing about pregnancy is that you can indulge any whim you wish (within reason!) and people are generally happy to help.
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Learning stories

Your pregnancy homework is also about preparing your mental resources for the new arrival. In the following chapter (Baby space) we’ll show you how to create great ‘baby spaces’, but for now, focus on preparing yourself for becoming a parent. Journalling is a good way to document your pregnancy – write down everything you feel and perhaps your wishes too. Think about your family stories and the stories you loved as a child – these will allow you to remember your own childhood and think about the things you want – and don’t want – for your baby. Talk to your parents, other family members and friends about their feelings and experiences of being or having a child. Immerse yourself in the brave new world you’re about to enter – especially its stories and its songs, which you’ll soon be giving to your own precious child.

Condensed idea

Focusing on relaxation will give your baby the best start






3 Baby space





You can help your baby to thrive by creating a special space for her within your home; perhaps her own room or a part of the garden. Fill it with things that will enrich her sensory environment and stimulate her curiosity and visual vocabulary.


Creating a baby garden


One of the best areas that you can create for your baby at home is a special garden or nature space. It’s great to expose babies to the sensations of the natural world at a very early age – the sights, smells, sounds, textures and even the tastes. This allows them to enjoy a wonderful array of sensations when their brains are richest in potential, and so they grow up able to appreciate them fully. Just as babies lose the nerve connections that allow them to hear certain nuances of language if they are not exposed to them early in life (see Learning words), so it is with the sensations of nature.


Research also shows that babies find the natural world very calming, and the rich array of sensations may gently strengthen neuronal networks (the essential links for memory, reasoning and emotional intelligence) within their developing brains.


Young babies are only interested in the world immediately around them, so you don’t have to create anything big. If all you’ve got space for is a window-box, or even a big pot, that’s fine. The crucial thing is that it will be their space to enjoy and experience nature, and where they will feel secure and you’ll feel safe to let them play. It’s easy to make a simple nature space. Find a large wooden box or garden pot and fill it with completely new, fresh compost. Cover this with new play sand (you can buy this from baby-equipment shops). Plant your box or pot with a variety of non-toxic plants without thorns or spiky leaves (see box below for plant ideas).








Plants for your baby garden


Many kinds of plants are safe and pretty for a baby to touch. A few are even good to eat. Choose soft-leaved herbs and flowers of various colours and avoid plants that are poisonous or irritating to the skin.




	
Good plants: parsley, basil, strawberries, peas, pot marigolds, violets, pansies, nasturtiums. The leaves on parsley and basil are edible, as are the flowers of marigold, pansy and nasturtiums – and of course the fruits of strawberries when they are ripe.


	
Plants to avoid: azalea, cherry, foxgloves, hyacinth, hydrangea, lantana, laurel, lily-of-the-valley, privet, rhododendron, rhubarb, snowdrop, wisteria, yew.












Make a space that you love


It’s very tempting to go overboard when preparing the nursery or baby corner – especially for your first child. But there’s no need. A baby can’t tell and won’t care how much money and effort you’ve put into making that five-star baby base. And there’s actually little or no scientific evidence to suggest that filling a nursery to the brim with all kinds of brain-stimulating toys and paraphernalia will actually make your baby brighter, whatever the claims of brain-training games and toy makers. There is even a possibility that too much stimulation will make it hard for your baby to settle and sleep calmly. The emphasis should be on simplicity, practicality and comfort. Once the nursery has all the basic necessities, think next about making the space suit you. Of all the stimulating patterns and interesting shapes you can provide your baby with, the best by a long, long way is your face – and if it’s happy, she’ll feel secure. Your face is what she looks for and needs to get to know, well before and above anything else. In fact, a newborn really needs little else beyond her parents’ full love and close attention. So think first and foremost about setting up the space so that you are happy and relaxed spending time there yourself. Adorn the space with simple pictures and objects that make you smile, and that you can enjoy with her when she comes along. Remember that when you’re not there, she will be asleep for most of the time, so the decor’s not really important.



Babies love colour


In the past, some scientists promoted the idea that the nursery should be filled with geometric patterns and stripes in black and white. This was because they believed that newborns could not see colours, and preferred looking at high-contrast edges, because their vision isn’t very sharp. In fact, it’s now known that even when they’re born most babies can distinguish 20 shades of grey (that’s shades of grey that differ by only five per cent). And by nine weeks, they can see differences 10 times more subtle. So by two months a baby would have no problem distinguishing a white fluffy rabbit on a white sheet. They can also see colours as early as two weeks of age.
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It’s impossible to be sure what colours babies would prefer for their nurseries – or, more importantly – whether it matters. Some scientific papers suggest babies ‘prefer’ blues and purples, but all they are really saying is that some babies’ attention is held more by these particular colours. What matters most is whether you feel comfortable and happy in the room. If strong colours make you feel wonderfully energized and content, these are the colours you should go for. If plain pastel colours make you feel more relaxed, choose those. Imagine being a mum or dad, and consider what feels right.
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My baby garden is planted with safe plants – but I still watch over my baby like a hawk. #greenfingers












The secret to your nursery or baby corner is filling it with things that you will enjoy showing your baby. If cute, handpainted penguins dancing on the wall make you smile, go for it. Because when your baby is with you, you’ll talk to her about the penguins and laugh, and your baby will be engaged and entranced. And that’s a baby who already wants to learn more about the world.


Condensed idea


Use pregnancy as a time for creating the perfect baby space







4 The developing brain





Every part of a baby’s development inside its mother’s womb is astonishing, but nothing is more extraordinary than the development of his brain. At a very early stage of pregnancy he begins to learn things – about himself, his home in the womb and even the outside world.


Rapid growth


A baby’s brain starts to develop almost from the moment that a sperm penetrates the egg, and it develops at a mind-boggling rate. In every second of early pregnancy, a baby’s brain grows 4,000 new primitive brain cells – that’s almost 15 million every hour. By the second month of pregnancy, the primitive structures of the baby’s brain – that will tell his heart when to beat, his lungs when to breathe, his body to how to balance – are already beginning to develop.
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I drank a lot of apple juice in the last months of pregnancy and now my little one definitely prefers apple-flavoured cereal! #fruitlover












The astonishing growth of brain cells reaches a peak in the fourth and fifth months, then slows down a little. But this proliferation doesn’t just create numbers. As the months progress, complex structures appear in the brain, and as they develop, many new brain cells (neurons) migrate to particular places in the outer regions of the brain. However, no one knows how these cells know where to go. The journey is dangerous, and even though they are sometimes guided on their way by the brain’s scaffolding of glia cells (special cells that provide physical and nutritional support for neurons), some never make it, and scientists are currently researching the implications of this. When the neurons finally reach their destination, they stretch out their connectors to neighbouring neurons. At this point, the foetus starts to show new forms of behaviour, including alternating between periods of activity and rest, and even yawning!


By the eighth month of pregnancy, a baby has 200 billion neurons – twice as many brain cells as an adult. However, neurons that don’t make good connections are eliminated in a process called apoptosis; half of the original neurons are wiped out in the last stages of pregnancy and early infancy. Those that do live on become stronger than before, which is why this brain cell culling is sometimes called ‘neural Darwinism’ – only the fittest survive. The neurons that do survive go on to make connections with other cells. Some scientists sum up the process quite neatly like this: ‘neurons that fire together, wire together’. Those that die have not been stimulated, and so are not needed. Apoptosis clears away this ‘dead wood’ to give more space to the neurons that are clearly needed.
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School womb


These new brain cells aren’t just lying dormant, ready to fire up when your baby is born. They’re up and learning barely 10 weeks into the pregnancy, as the developing baby tries wiggling his rudimentary limbs to see what happens. By 23 weeks or so, he can hear things and may feel and even taste things, too, as he gets food from your bloodstream.


Babies can hear sounds while in the uterus, and those that are heard regularly may shape their growing brains. The basic soundtrack of the womb is, of course, the soft thump of the mother’s heartbeat, the gentle rasp of her breathing and the low roar of her bloodstream. But an unborn baby can almost certainly hear muffled sounds from outside the mother’s body, too, and that has tempted many to talk about the ‘Mozart effect’. This is an idea that developed in the 1990s, when some experts claimed that classical music could ‘organize’ the baby’s brain. However, there is scant real evidence that it actually works – and some experts think there is a danger that too much stimulation could distress the baby. If you like classical music, by all means play it, but don’t feel obliged to listen to it if you’d rather be listening to Adele.








An environment for life


Since the 10th century, Korean mothers have been practicing Taegyo, the belief that the foetal environment affects a baby for her whole life. According to Taegyo:




	The mother must avoid all emotional turmoil during pregnancy.


	From the moment the baby begins to hear in the fifth or sixth month, the whole family must create an environment of calm, love and happiness.


	Reading stories with strong emotional content fosters bonding and the emotional development of the unborn baby.


	Playing music promotes calmness and helps develop the right side of the brain, bringing better hearing, clarity of thought and emotional stability.


	Yoga after the fifth month of pregnancy helps relax the mother.













Early learning


Nonetheless, there is no doubt that babies do learn in the womb, and while there’s no sign that you can boost your baby’s IQ, there are things that may help you build a strong bond with your baby or help him to feel at ease and secure – the essential groundwork for a super-bright baby. Reading stories may not turn a baby into an embryonic Einstein, but it means he will recognize his parents’ voices before he is born, so you might like to read aloud once in a while, knowing that your baby will be listening. In addition, there is some evidence that a particular piece of soft music heard while in the womb will later comfort a newborn when he starts to cry. The effect is, of course, as much on you as him – because the music makes you feel at ease (as it did when you were pregnant), it makes him feel at ease too.


Some experts recommend that mothers go out of their way to bond with the baby long before the birth, caressing their tummies and murmuring to the baby continually. This is great if it comes naturally, but only then; what matters most is the mother’s ease and emotional balance.


Condensed idea


Your baby starts learning from the moment his brain cells begin to develop in early pregnancy







5 Love is all you need





Recent neuroscience has proved an ancient belief: the most important thing you can give your baby is love. There is powerful evidence that practical intelligence is highly dependent on emotional wellbeing. Bonding is crucial to healthy brain development.


Psychological food for the brain


Most parents instinctively love their babies and want to look after them. They are not acting out of a sense of societal or moral obligation. So perhaps it’s not surprising that recent studies have shown that this instinctive love provides the soundest, most important guide of all to helping a baby develop into a bright child.


Love impels a parent to give a baby all the nurture she needs, and it causes the baby to seek nurture from the best places possible – her mum and dad. Just as sunlight is necessary for flowers to grow, love provides the essential psychological food a baby’s brain needs to grow and develop physically in the best form possible, and it helps her develop a vital sense of security.


Some scientists and educators use the word ‘bonding’ when they mean love, but love is actually far more than bonding because, as the next chapter about ‘attachment’ shows, what is crucial about love is not just a strong connection, like superglue, but something more enduring, bigger and more outward-looking. By loving your baby and letting her develop the trust that you’re always there for her, she grows up feeling positive about the world – confident in exploring it and in building new human relationships in the future. This is the best start for a super-bright baby, and the legacy of love will sustain your child throughout her life.








What is sleep training?


Sleep training is the idea that babies can be trained to sleep through the night. It emerged from the behaviourist idea that babies need training to cope with the harsh realities of the world, but many experts now think it is wrong-headed, as it is better to respond quickly to a baby’s needs rather than to instruct her. It’s also possible that the idea of getting babies to sleep through the night has more to do with the parents’ needs than those of the baby.


However, a baby’s wellbeing also depends on the happiness of her parents, which is difficult to achieve in a state of overtiredness. For this reason, many people find it useful to help their baby gently find a sleep routine. After six weeks, set up an appealing bedtime routine, such as a warm bath and a story (mainly for the reassuring sound of your voice) and finally a feed. Put her down for naps at similar times during the day if she’s happy – but don’t force it.
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