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Meet the author



Welcome to Boost Your Baby’s Development!



Congratulations! You have become, or are about to become, a parent. You are probably feeling excited, but also quite nervous – a new human being is entirely dependent on you for survival. How he grows and develops, the sort of person he becomes, all this might be down to you. And maybe that is why you have bought this book. You want to know, does your input really matter? Will your baby grow up to become an accountant, a rock star, a famous artist or a notorious criminal because of or in spite of what you do?


Or maybe that had not crossed your mind, and all you want to know is how to get off to the best start in this first year. What will your baby need, how should you respond to him, is it OK to leave him to cry? Or will picking him up each time he cries, teach him to be attention-seeking?


Then on the other hand, perhaps you feel as I did when I first had a baby; where is the manual? What am I supposed to do? What on earth does it mean when he cries? If he smiles, is it just wind, or does he really know who I am? Is it OK if I go back to work early? Do I really have to play with him when he’s only a baby, or read him a book, or could I just put him in front of the TV and let that entertain him? After all he’s not going to remember any of this, is he?


Hopefully this book will answer all these questions, and do more besides. I hope it will give you confidence in your ability to parent this new human being, and that it will tell you that what you feel like doing is actually the right thing to do, but will also explain why it is right.





1: Only got a minute?



If you have recently become parents and want to do the best for your baby in order to boost her development, the main message is that your input is tremendously important. For instance, your baby’s brain does most of its growing in the first two years of life, and it actually grows in response to how you as parents behave. Her brain is flexible, so that she can adapt to the particular society into which she is born, learning whichever language she needs to speak, developing unique skills needed for survival. However she can only learn through you, and the first thing she needs to do is to bond with you.


So bonding is important and affects your child throughout her life. This has implications for how you respond to your baby. For instance, this means that the first year of life is not the time to worry about ‘spoiling’ your baby through giving her lots of attention or responding to her when she is crying. This sort of parenting needs to wait until your baby is in her toddler years and beginning to be capable of understanding about deferred gratification. Instead, what you need to do is to reassure your baby that the world is a safe place where she is loved and her needs can be met. But the good news is this is probably what you feel you want to do anyway!





5: Only got five minutes?



There is a lot you can do to boost your baby’s development in the first year. Although the changes will roll out in a particular order, your input is vital in helping your baby to grow physically and emotionally.


Your baby progresses through several developmental stages in the first year of life. Throughout the whole year he is aiming to get control over his large muscles so he can sit, crawl, stand and eventually walk. Although your baby will get there in his own good time, there are a few things you can do to help, such as making sure you vary his body position each day, so he spends some time on his tummy and some time being upright and being carried.


In order to absorb the world around him and to learn from his experiences, he needs to be calm and alert, and there is a lot you can do to help him here. One important thing is to respond to him when he cries and try to work out what he needs. Even if you don’t always get it right, the fact that you are trying to understand him is important and will help him become an emotionally secure adult.


The other step to emotional security is having consistency in the adults around him when he is young, so that he can form strong bonds with a small number of people, rather than having to cope with communicating with many different people. Babies need to develop a special type of non-verbal communication with trusted adults, and once this has happened, he will feel a strong emotional attachment to them, and a fear of unknown adults. So ‘fear of strangers’ is a good sign as it tells you that your baby has bonded well with you and is on his way to becoming an emotionally secure adult.


The good thing is that babies don’t just need their mothers, they can bond with several family members at once, including grandparents and siblings, as well as substitute parents such as childminders. So it is fine to leave your baby in childcare as long as there are only a very small number of carers looking after him. Babies are also fine with many different family structures – again as long as there is love and consistency he will adapt to his circumstances.


Once babies have bonded with a small number of adults, they can begin that process of acquiring language, which is the basis for accumulating knowledge and what we traditionally think of as intelligence. During the first year, acquiring language is about listening to the vowels and consonants of their native tongue and understanding the rhythm and turn taking of speech. All of this you teach him quite unconsciously when you interact with him in a loving manner. And the laying down of knowledge comes from experiencing the same things over and over – from consistency. So you don’t have to try too hard to boost your baby’s development; just do what feels natural!





10: Only got ten minutes?



The first year of your baby’s life feels like a huge challenge. Both you and your baby begin as strangers to each other, but by the end of these 12 months you will know each other intimately, and no one else in the world will be more important to you. You will have formed a unique bond with each other, a crucial tool not only for your baby’s physical survival in making you want to protect her, but also in being the precursor to your baby’s intellectual, social and emotional development.


In our society, intelligence is highly valued, and many parents believe that their task in raising a baby is to do everything they can to boost that intelligence by providing a stimulating environment. This might mean they feel they need to provide lots of toys and gadgets, or that they need to make a big effort to stimulate their baby through play whenever she is awake.


However, recent discoveries in psychology have now led us to understand that you really do not need to worry about boosting your baby’s intelligence in that way. Babies are driven to learn and to find out about the world, but they will only do this if they feel emotionally secure. So your first job is to make your baby feel loved and wanted, and to let your baby know that you are there for her, and that the world into which she has been born is one where her needs can and will be met.


Another recent discovery is that babies’ brains do most of their growing outside the womb, in response to their environment. Human evolution has resulted in our babies being born too early, before their brains are fully developed and before they are capable of any of the physical tasks that their nearest mammal relatives can achieve. While this makes survival more challenging, it is actually an advantage in that babies can thus adapt to the environment in which they are born. This is why human beings can live anywhere on earth from the Arctic Circle to the equator, from desert to swamp. The important bits of your baby’s brain – those which make her truly human – develop after she is born and only really mature with the right input from you.


What is the right input? Not what you might think. Your baby does not need intellectual stimulation, what she needs is love, communication and consistency. Babies’ brains are stimulated to grow and make connections through experiencing love and consistency, and through communicating with other human beings, particularly the one or two people they are close to.


Bonding gives her a sense of security, and babies who feel secure can relax and are then able to absorb the world around them, knowing that their needs will be met. Being emotionally secure allows babies to move towards independence. Babies who experience inconsistency, or who feel insecure about having their needs met, are actually likely to be more clingy and dependent as they grow older. The idea that you should not respond to your baby in case you ‘spoil’ her is therefore totally wrong. You cannot spoil a young baby.


Another important development that is happening during that first year is that your baby is laying down the foundations for language. Babies need to learn to speak in order to get on in the world; having language helps organize their brains so they can understand things. Even though your baby will not really talk during this first year of life, everything that she does and everything that happens to her is all part of that laying down foundations process, and again your help and input is crucial.


So what do you do to help your baby to speak? Well, that funny language you use when you talk to your baby, that high-pitched voice with the exaggerated facial expressions, is actually instinctive – we all do it – and what we are doing is communicating with our babies in the best possible way to allow them to pick up their native tongue.


As anyone who has attempted to learn a new language will know, it is a really difficult process. At least for adults, we already have a language to compare it to – all we have to do is translate. For babies, there is nothing to compare it to – all is new. Yet they seem to learn to speak fairly effortlessly.


In fact the effort comes from you – in talking to her all the time, in using that baby talk (which psychologists call ‘Motherese’) you are helping her to create new neural pathways, linking the sounds she hears with the new concepts she is forming, the visual memories she is storing. And when you play games with her, there is a two-way interaction happening involving turn taking and eye contact, all of which are important elements in learning to communicate.


Interestingly enough, babies bond with whoever communicates with them, which is not necessarily the person who feeds her or takes care of her physical needs. This shows you just how important that communicating is.


In order for your baby to absorb what is happening around her, to participate in the world and therefore to learn, she needs to be calm and happy, so much of the time in the first few months will be spent learning how to calm your baby. It doesn’t matter if you get this right every time or not, what is important is that your baby understands that you are trying to help, that she is not abandoned, that help is always available when she needs it. And the more you get to know your baby, the easier it will become to respond to her needs and to help her be calm.


So the main message is that the first year of your baby’s life is very important, but as long as you take time to get involved with your baby, to love her, play with her and to talk to her, you will naturally do what is right for her development. She is laying down the foundations for language and thus also for knowledge, her brain is developing and being shaped by the world around her, particularly by the people in her immediate environment, and for any of this to happen she needs to feel emotionally secure, to bond with one or two important adults. Your job then, is to help her to be calm alert and secure, to love her and to communicate that love, and to talk to her and play with her. And that is probably exactly what you wanted to do anyway!





1


Introduction


In this chapter you will learn:




	why this book will help you look after your baby


	whether your baby is genetically pre-programmed


	how far you can influence your baby’s development.





In the course of this book you will discover that the most important things you can provide for a baby in his first year are love and interaction. Love will actually help your baby to grow, lack of love will stunt him, as you will see. Interaction, of course, springs from love; you will talk to and interact with your baby because you love him and because loving someone means wanting to be with them, relating to them. And, as it happens, the most stimulating thing you can do for your baby in this first year is to interact with him; this will help him learn, form connections in his brain, and it will also teach him how to speak and eventually communicate with the world into which he has been born.





Insight


This book will show you why interaction is important and, more significantly, how to interact with your baby in a positive and helpful way.





Throughout this book, you will see that although your baby is born very capable, he depends utterly on your involvement to grow and develop. You will discover that the most important gift he has is to be flexible – he can adapt to any language, any society. This flexibility has made human beings the dominant species on the planet, able to survive in any environment. Babies fit into this by being good at learning, excellent imitators and taking many years to mature.





Insight


Disappointing though this might seem for toy manufacturers, the only resources babies need are adults around them who want to help them learn.





In fact, finding out how your baby develops will also tell you quite a lot about how the human race works and why we all behave as we do, which is why psychologists spend such a lot of time looking at babies, at least they have done recently, because throughout most of history, babies were simply thought of as little adults; no one considered studying them for their own sake until the twentieth century when we realized that if we want to understand how human beings work, taking a look at how we get going in the first place might shed some light on the subject.


If we want to understand how people solve problems, for instance, why not look at how babies tackle shape sorters? If we want to understand how language works, perhaps studying how babies learn to speak would be revealing. So for the last 100 years or so, psychologists have devoted their lives to studying how babies develop and, in the course of their studies, they have revealed much about human nature in general.





Insight


Now, through this book, you as parents can benefit from this body of knowledge, finding out what your baby is doing at each stage in his life, and why.






Can you influence the way your baby turns out?


Some fairly fundamental questions have vexed psychologists, philosophers and others, which we often refer to as the ‘nature versus nurture’ divide:




	Are babies pre-programmed to behave in a certain way, or do they learn from their parents and the society in which they live?


	Are human beings ruled by instincts that were created by the forces of evolution, or are such primitive drives irrelevant in the modern-day world?


	As adults, are we at the mercy of unconscious impulses created by our early childhood experiences, or are we instead driven by equally unconscious, biologically pre-determined neural or chemical impulses?


	And most importantly, what effect does all this have on how we raise our children?





Traditionally psychologists were split into two camps: empiricists and nativists. Empiricists said that babies are born like ‘blank slates waiting to be written on’; that for a newborn baby, the world is a ‘blooming, buzzing confusion’, so that babies need to learn everything from scratch. Nativists on the other hand, believed that we are actually born with lots of innate capabilities, which means, of course, that babies have less to learn, instead they simply wait for things to unfold, their development all being genetically pre-determined.


In some ways you could say that empiricists are optimistic about human behaviour – if nothing is pre-ordained then, with the right environment, every baby could potentially grow up to be Einstein, while nativists are more pessimistic; if everything is innate, then there is not much potential for change. And the question is very important; if we discover that every baby’s behaviour is governed by their genes, then there is no point in putting public money into helping underprivileged children: in fact we could probably just screen out undesirable children before they were born by reading off their genes like a supermarket barcode. Less dramatically, and of more relevance to you, it would also mean that you would not really have to do much to help your baby develop, as everything would just happen at the right stage as an automatic process.


If babies did develop according to a set of genetic instructions, then their early behaviour would be mostly instinctive (see box below). The problem for psychologists is that it’s really difficult to work out what is instinctive and what has been learned. While a behaviour that’s already present at birth might look as if it’s instinctive, in fact babies actually have nine months of learning before they are born, i.e. in utero. So, for instance, at birth your baby will respond to his mother’s voice, preferring it to other female voices, but this of course is because he has learned to recognize it; nothing to do with instinct.


 





Definition of instinctive behaviour


An instinct is a behaviour that is a product of evolution, and as such is shared by all members of the species. It is present at birth or develops at a particular stage in an animal’s life (instinctive sexual behaviour might appear at puberty for instance). Any differences between individuals are thus due to differences in the genes.





Even when behaviour is instinctive, it can change with experience. For instance, newly hatched baby gulls immediately begin to peck at their parent’s bill to elicit food, so this is an instinct (they cannot have learned that this behaviour will produce food) but over time the chicks get more accurate at pecking, so they are learning from experience.


A similar thing happens with smiling; human babies all start to smile at around five weeks even if they are blind, so this must be an instinct (blind babies cannot be copying their parents) but as time goes on, babies who can see develop a wide repertoire of smiles, while blind children become less responsive and their facial expressions become more static with time.





Insight


Smiling is an innate behaviour, but experience modifies this behaviour.





What we should conclude from these few examples and many more besides, is that neither empiricists nor nativists are right; instead there is an interaction between genetics and environment, so a particular behaviour could be instinctive – your baby is born to do it, but he will then change that behaviour with experience.


In fact we now know that this interaction between genes and the environment starts happening from the minute the egg, that will become your baby, is fertilized. The way he develops in the womb follows a very clear pattern, so there are strong genetic instructions at work here, but the environment of the womb can have a profound effect too, which is why pregnant women have to be so careful about their diets.


As an example, teratogens are environmental factors which create developmental abnormalities in the foetus leading to birth defects. One terrible such teratogen was the drug Thalidomide. Prescribed to mothers in the 1950s to combat morning sickness, unfortunately, if it was taken during the first two months of pregnancy, it resulted in babies being born with severe limb deformities. Drugs such as heroin, cocaine, alcohol and nicotine are all teratogens as they can all affect a baby’s development in the womb, as can poor nutrition, infectious diseases such as rubella and chickenpox, and maternal stress.


 





Fascinating fact


Pregnancy sickness evolved to protect your baby


Some foods, which are fine for women to eat under normal circumstances, can harm foetuses. The first three months after conception, when the major organs are forming, is a particularly vulnerable time, as we can see from the Thalidomide example, above. And this is the time when morning sickness is at its worst, the effect being to severely curtail what the mother will eat, even if she’s unaware she’s pregnant. Interestingly, women who do have morning sickness are less likely to miscarry.





What we shall see in this book is that babies are born with a wide range of innate abilities – genetic pre-programming if you like – but that they can also learn incredibly rapidly. In fact, having these inborn capacities is precisely what allows them to learn so quickly from their environment, and throughout this book you will find out that there are ways to help your baby maximize his genetic potential by providing just the right environment for him at each stage.


We shall also see that your baby’s development is not only an interaction between genes and environment but also a moving between what psychologists call ‘specificity’ and ‘plasticity’. Plasticity refers to the fact that there is a great deal of flexibility in development; so that even though your baby’s brain is born with some specific instructions to follow (specificity), it is through interacting with people, through participating in the culture and the physical world, that his brain is actually constructed. Like a flatpack piece of furniture, our genes provide a starter kit and a basic ‘how to’ manual to build a brain, but the world around us picks up where our genes cannot, causing the connections in the brain to form as your baby progresses from embryo to infancy and beyond.



How this book works


Having a new baby to look after means that time is the one thing you don’t have, so this book is organized in such a way that you don’t need to read it all, cover to cover, to find out what you need.


Section one is for parents who want to know what their baby is doing at each stage of development and why. It starts with an overview of how your baby gets moving and the stages he needs to go through in the first year. Then it breaks down into age groups: Chapter 3 looks at what is happening for your baby in his first six weeks, when your baby is getting used to the world and coming to terms with the input from his senses; Chapter 4 looks at six weeks to six months, when your baby is still relatively helpless, is struggling to control his body, but when he is more alert and ready to interact with you; and Chapter 5 takes you from six months to toddlerhood, basically from sitting to walking. Each of these three chapters will look at how the world appears from your baby’s point of view at that stage, and knowing this will help you respond appropriately. At each stage, therefore, you will find out how you can comfort your baby, how you should respond to his crying and why. You will also discover how to interact with your baby in an age appropriate way, thus stimulating him and helping him onto the next stage of development.


Section two covers special situations like premature babies or twins and multiple births, so if you have a full-term singleton baby you can skip this part.


Section three will then explain in more detail why love and interaction are important for your baby. It will look at how your baby’s brain grows and how this is affected by your input.


Part one of this section looks at how your baby bonds with you and with other members of his family, as well as how these early relationships affect your baby’s sense of security, both now and as he grows up. We look too at the implications of this for childcare, and what the best sort of childcare might be if you have to leave your baby to return to work. We explore a bit more about your baby’s place in the family – how different family structures work for your baby, his relationship to siblings – and at the same time, we look at how your baby might affect your relationship with your partner, how to maintain that relationship, and the effect on your baby if the relationship breaks down. We also look into the future to make some suggestions about how your approach to parenting might change as your baby grows up.


Part two of this section continues to look at how your baby’s brain grows and how it is affected by your input, but here the emphasis is on your baby learning about the world. So firstly we look at how your baby learns, how he organizes his knowledge and why, and then we look at how he learns to communicate and eventually to speak. Finally we look at whether play matters for a baby, what play means and how to play with your baby, and whether boys and girls develop differently.


Please note that the male and female pronouns have been alternated in each chapter of this book. This is for convenience only and not because the chapters are gender-specific.


You should find that you can read the part of the book which interests you most at any time, and hopefully you will find it easy to read and understand, and above all that you can put it into practice with your baby. Enjoy!


 





Case study


Daniel has just been born and his parents, Ann and Brian, are gazing at him in amazement. Brian comments on his long fingers and toes, and this starts Ann wondering what else they might discover as time unfolds, because Ann is adopted, and she has no contact with her birth mother.


Ann will probably find that she thinks far more about her genetic inheritance now that she has a baby, but unless Daniel has inherited one of a few very rare and very particular genetic abnormalities, there is no real need for her to know any more than she does already.


How Daniel turns out will depend partly on his genes, but far more important will be the environment she and Brian create for him. If it is a loving home, with consistent parenting and plenty of stimulation, he will grow up just fine.





 





10 THINGS TO REMEMBER




	
The most important things a baby needs in his first year are love and interaction.





	
If you believe that everything is inborn and genetically determined, then it would not really matter what you did; your baby would turn out in a particular way because his genes directed him to do so.





	
It is very hard to separate out what is inborn, instinctual behaviour that all babies will do, and what is actually learned.





	
We now believe that your baby is a product of an interaction between his genes and the environment you provide, and that providing the right environment will allow him to fulfil his genetic potential.





	
It might seem incredibly daunting that you are responsible for providing the right environment for your baby’s development.





	
The good news is that your baby will guide you in what he needs, as you will see.





	
He loves to learn, and will complain if he gets bored.





	
Learning is as natural to him as feeding or breathing.





	
This book will show you that adults instinctively change their behaviour to provide exactly what a baby needs.





	
Don’t get too concerned about what you need to do; your baby will develop normally if you give him your love and your time.














Section one
Your step-by-step guide to your baby’s development






Introduction


In this section, you can find out what to expect from your baby at each stage of development. The aim of this section of the book is for you to understand what your baby might be doing at any particular age, how he is growing physically and mentally and how to interact with your baby in an appropriately stimulating way, as well as being able to calm and settle your baby by understanding why he is crying and how the world appears from his point of view. This section concentrates very much on ‘what’ rather than ‘why’; later parts of the book will focus on explaining why your baby is doing what he is doing, and will give you a more theoretical understanding of how your baby develops overall.


As you saw in Chapter 1, your baby’s development unfolds as an interaction between his genes and his environment. His genes tell him what to do and roughly when to do it, but the fine tuning of his skills happens in an environment that consists mainly of you.


This means that your input is important; you need to be there to comfort him, to interact with him, to support and entertain him. But there is no need to be anxious about this. Firstly your baby wants to develop, and he will be leading the way to some extent. Secondly you will find that you do know what to do as long as you are prepared to put in the time and effort to be with your baby and to follow his lead, i.e. his cues.


Having said that, while you may want to help your baby develop, and although there is always plenty that you can do, it is worth remembering that you cannot skip stages. Your baby has to learn to sit before he can stand, crawl before he can walk. Some things will be impossible for him to do until his brain is ready. For instance, being able to speak depends on his mouth enlarging, his palate becoming arched and tongue smaller, which will happen somewhere between 24 and 36 weeks. Before that he will not be able to form words. We therefore start this section with an overview of how your baby develops physically in this first year, in other words, how he gets moving.
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