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How does your child develop the miraculous abilities to love, think, communicate, and create, as well as to have self-control and feel compassion for others? Many child-development theories focus on only one part of this puzzle, such as a child’s genes, cognitive skills, or a new way to set limits. But in fact what gives meaning to all parts of this puzzle and defines your child as a humane and intelligent human being is his continuing relationship with you. In the chapters that follow, we will attempt to demonstrate that all the wonderful things you wish for your child do not have to be left to chance, intuition, or genetic endowment. Nor do they require hours of flash cards, educational TV programs, or special computer-based learning exercises. Instead, you’ll discover that there are six essential types of experiences that simultaneously promote your child’s intelligence and emotional growth. Some of these vital experiences are already likely to be a relaxed and enjoyable part of your daily life together.


High up on many parents’ wish lists is the hope that their children will be able learners who can master academic challenges and who are curious about the world. We also want our children to develop a capacity for warmth and intimacy and to enjoy many rich and rewarding relationships. In addition, we want our youngsters to have an awareness of what constitutes appropriate behavior, to have a sense of right and wrong, and to be able to make wise judgments in unfamiliar situations. We certainly want them to feel good about themselves, and to show persistence, flexibility, and creativity. Many parents and educators are searching for ways to “raise the bar,” or maximize children’s potential, without undermining their emotional vitality and well-being.


We now understand how to interact with children in ways that will foster these admirable goals. We also know how to minimize the odds that they will be side-tracked into negative behavior and feelings. We can help them learn to avoid acting in uncaring, overly aggressive, or impulsive ways, and give them the tools to limit their own behavior. Our children can develop a feeling for subtlety, and learn to perceive the grays in life, rather than becoming all-or-nothing-type thinkers. We can also help them be less prone to weak problem-solving skills, poor judgment, or depression—all of which can lead to risk-taking behavior and trouble with drugs, alcohol, and sex. Instead, they can learn to turn challenges into windows of opportunity that promote intelligence, morality, and emotional health.


The same vital interactions that help build a healthy mind also lead to the actual growth of neuronal connections in the brain. A child’s brain grows most rapidly in the first three to four years of life, and will reach two thirds to three fourths of its adult size during this period. Recent research reveals that vital interactions with caregivers literally wire a baby’s brain, filling in the broad outlines of his genetic blueprint. For example, your loving smiles, sounds, and tender movements not only teach your baby to look, listen, and love; they also enable connections to form between neurons in the parts of his brain that support intelligence and social skills. Your soothing touch not only fosters your baby’s ability to feel close and intimate with you, but also releases growth hormones that enable his body and brain to grow. Pioneering studies by Nobel Prize–winners Torsten Wiesel and David Hubel on critical phases in early brain development suggest that providing your infant with opportunities to look and use his vision during certain early periods is necessary if he is to comprehend his world, and will also reduce the likelihood of his developing visual learning problems.


Not all experiences are equally beneficial in building your child’s mind and brain. In one study, for example, it was found that when older children were involved in learning emotionally meaningful tasks, the learning areas of their brains were very active, but when they were given repetitive or boring tasks, or were overloaded with too much information, these same learning centers were not appropriately active. Stressful experience can set up circuits that undermine the growth of a healthy mind and brain.


Since early experience clearly operates as a two-way street, it is vitally important to know what types of experience build the capacities we most desire for our children. Through over 25 years of observations and research, we have identified six types of essential experiences, and we will be exploring them and the developmental achievements they promote in the following chapters.


During the first few months of life, you’ll be helping your infant calmly regulate himself while he becomes interested and takes pleasure in the sights, sounds, tastes, and touches you offer him. This ability will help him organize his senses and motor responses and create a deep sense of security.


During his second stage of development, when he is between three and six months of age, your baby will grow in his ability to engage in an intimate, loving relationship with you. He’ll experience more and more warmth and pleasure and all the other related feelings that spring out of your engagement together.


By the time he is about nine months old, your toddler will be well into the third developmental stage, and will be exchanging gestures with you in a purposeful way. With your help, he will eventually be able to string together more and more of these emotional expressions, sounds, and actions. Your funny faces and tempting actions, such as covering his favorite rattle with your hand, will inspire him to master the baby version of logic and two-way communication far better than any educational toy or picture book.


By the time he’s a year to a year-and-a-half old, your child will be learning to be a complex social problem solver. He will take you by the hand to get you to help him. He’s starting to figure out how the world works during this fourth developmental stage, and may even vocalize his own version of words, along with a few real ones, to help you understand his intentions. When he grabs your hand and points to the cupboard to get a toy he wants, he is making his first attempt at social problem solving. As you nod back, he’ll motion until you hoist him up in your arms and he’s able to nab the toy for himself. Your child will not only be delighted and proud, he’ll be on his way to becoming a budding scientist. Your toddler has learned that problems get solved through many interrelated steps, and that the world, including his physical surroundings and his own personality and yours, is made up of patterns. No colorful pop-up toy or computerized light-and-sound gadget can come close to matching the companionable lessons in problem solving that you offer your child as you play and engage in gestural dialogues together.


The fifth core experience that you and your child will share will involve his use of ideas as he explores creativity. This ability will emerge as the two of you become a cat or dog or king or queen in a drama of your child’s choosing, rather than from set games or impersonal puzzle pieces.


The sixth stage, or core experience, involves the creation of logical bridges between ideas, or analytical thinking. It emerges from more elaborate pretend play, as well as from debates over bedtime or cookies, and from asking a child about his opinions. Questions such as “Why do you want to go outside?” rather than the rote teaching of letters or numbers will teach your child to connect his ideas and be a logical thinker. In a study carried out in collaboration with Arnold Sameroff of the University of Michigan, we found that children with healthy support and plenty of these kinds of emotional interactions were 20 times more likely than those without them to have normal-to-superior intelligence. We have also found that providing these types of experiences can help children further develop their intelligence and emotional health even when they have significant challenges.


The six essential experiences and the stages of emotional and intellectual growth that stem from them have parallels in the growth of key parts of the brain. We will be discussing these important parallels in the chapters that follow and they are summarized in a chart in Appendix II. Because your child’s mastery of these six core experiences is so critically important to his development on so many fronts, we’ve also devised a Functional Developmental Growth Chart Questionnaire and a Functional Developmental Growth Chart (Appendix I) which you can use to note when he passes each interactive milestone and then compare to a broadly defined expectable rate of progress.


This developmental growth chart is different from developmental charts that simply look at motor, language, or cognitive milestones. Our new chart indicates how well a child puts together and uses all his intellectual and emotional capacities to meet his needs and solve problems. It reveals whether his “team” of mental abilities is working together in an integrated fashion, as well as how the specific contributing components are developing. As you’ll see on the growth chart itself and in the accompanying questionnaire, you can chart your child’s accomplishments as they emerge and note whether they appear significantly above or below the expectable line. This is a useful tool that can alert you, as well as your child’s primary health-care providers and educators, to the developmental areas in which your child is doing well and those where he may need additional support.


In spite of the considerable evidence for the importance of early experience, some argue that later experiences are equally important. However, they are not distinguishing the six early learned essential experiences described above, which help children relate, read social cues, and think (and take years of therapy to even partially learn later on) from attitudes, values, and academic skills which are acquired throughout life. Others argue that genes are relatively more important than experience. Much of the research on identical twins which suggests that behavior is genetically determined, however, is flawed. Because identical twins share similar physical and temperamental characteristics, their caregivers tend to respond to them more similarly than would caregivers of nonidentical twins. Since typical caregivers tend to react similarly to physical and temperamental characteristics, these observations may tend to hold even when identical twins are reared in separate households. Therefore, near-identical interaction patterns, rather than identical genes, may account for the similarities exhibited by these twins. This possibility is usually not taken into consideration in much of the research looking at genetic influences on behavior.


In fact, our clinical work indicates that the more a child’s biological endowment presents challenges, the bigger the impact his environment may have on his development. For instance, if a child has low muscle tone and tends to be a little underreactive to sound or touch, he may tend to be more self-absorbed and may have social and intellectual challenges because the sights and sounds and emotional gestures of his caregivers don’t easily grab his attention and draw him into interaction. If we woo that child by energetic and lively caregiving into a loving relationship early in life, we can often entice him into robust social interactions and intellectual growth.


Similarly, we find that children’s temperamental characteristics are often tied to physical qualities, such as a sensitivity to certain touches or sounds. For example, if a child is unusually sensitive to sound, a cat’s meow could reverberate in his ears like a lion’s roar. Such a child would understandably appear to be more fearful than another who processed sounds in the usual way. We can, however, gradually expose the hearing-sensitive child to a broad range of sounds while providing him with lots of extra warmth and reassurance. We can also simultaneously encourage him to be assertive, and take an extra step, reach up high for a toy, or playfully wrestle with us instead of passively allowing us to move his limbs as we roughhouse together. If we consistently foster his assertive spirit and provide him with extra security while he slowly masters experiences that frighten him, he can eventually become outgoing and confident and yet retain positive aspects of his sensitivities, such as an enormous capacity for empathy and caring.


We have applied these principles to working with children with severe language, motor, cognitive, and social challenges, including children diagnosed with autistic patterns. We have been impressed with how creating learning interactions based on the way each child’s nervous system takes in, organizes, and responds to experience enables even children with significant challenges to progress far more than we ever imagined possible. Many of these youngsters become warm, loving, communicative, and highly intelligent.


Of course, not every pattern can be offset by a certain type of environmental interaction. In our experience, however, we’ve noted that many of the negative variations we see in children’s behavior can be significantly improved and positive variations strengthened by offering a child an appropriate interactive experience that is geared to his unique physical makeup.


This means that even though a child’s unique biology (nature) may launch early parent-child interactions in a certain direction, modifying the child’s environment by adjusting parenting styles (nurture) can influence the outcomes significantly. After all, a gene can’t express itself, or have an influence, without its intimate partner—the environment. In addition, most recent research on how genes work in the body suggests that their expression or influence depends on their interactions with many different environments, including those in the cell, the body, and in the social and physical world; and that these interactions in part determine how we function. Nature and nurture thus appear to interact together seamlessly, in a developmental duet.


One-dimensional, catchy explanations like “It’s all in the genes,” “The bad seed,” “All kids need is more discipline,” or “Biology is destiny” may tempt us with their appealing simplicity, but they often lead to poor solutions and worsening challenges when it comes to childrearing. The recent fascination in the media with the notion that peers influence a child’s personality more than his parents is another such example of short-sighted thinking. Although peer relationships are important, they build on the early experiences that a child has with his parents. A child learns the basics of how to relate to others and to communicate and think from these early interactions with caregivers. In our practice we’ve observed that many children who haven’t had the benefit of nurturing parental interactions early on have trouble even forming friendships, let alone negotiating the expectable ups and downs of peer relationships.


Recent books that focus on multiple intelligences, or emotional intelligence, or moral development are valuable in illuminating how parents can work with their children’s various learning strengths and styles. We are now, however, able to go beyond highlighting different attributes of a child’s mind and can help parents to promote healthy intellectual, moral, and social growth actively and in an integrated way. By enabling all the members of a child’s mental “team” to work together, we can maximize his abilities. We see the effects of unintegrated strengths all the time in the experiences of talented prodigies, who may have phenomenal abilities in chess, piano, or math but reach plateaus or run into difficulties because they are unable to think deeply in other areas or are emotionally immature.


We’ve also come to understand that most of a child’s varying intellectual and social gifts, including his creativity and abstract thinking skills, are not only interrelated, but rest on common building blocks that surprisingly involve emotions. Our own awareness of this was heightened when we studied children with strong self-awareness and reflective thinking skills, and realized that most of them also showed positive self-esteem, demonstrated a capacity for moral judgment, were analytical in their reasoning, and did well in school and with their peers. We sought to understand what helped them become this way, and therefore spoke with them and with other children who had opposite personal characteristics. We learned what we commonly label as intelligence, social skills, and morality was supported by six types of emotional interactions that are negotiated during the early years of life.


For example, when we asked a randomly selected group of eight-year-olds abstract questions, such as what they thought about justice or fairness, their comments were very revealing. Some of the children responded with a rote listing of people who behaved “fairly,” such as a particular parent or teacher or television character. However, others gave far more reflective answers, along the lines of “Well, when I hit my brother after he hit me it was unfair for me to be punished, but when I hit him first it was fair for me to get a punishment. If I bump into him by accident, it’s not fair to be punished, but if I do it on purpose it is fair.”


Not surprisingly, when we looked at the two groups of children more closely, those who gave us the rote list tended to be the ones who were experiencing more problems in their relationships and in their schoolwork. The children who gave us more creative and reflective responses tended to do better in these social and intellectual areas.


We then took a second look at the more reflective responses and discovered that they had two components. This was true whether our test question focused on fairness or any other abstract quality, such as honesty, friendship, or freedom. The first component was that the children’s responses always started off with a personal anecdote, an account of lived emotional experience. The second component was that the children put these experiences with abstract concepts into some sort of analytic framework and context.


When we later asked this same question of adolescents, they were able to list more categories (five different types of fairness, for example) and supplied an even more worldly-wise analytical framework. But in every instance, and at every age, two components were evident in the more sophisticated replies: lived emotional experiences and a framework, or context. The children who didn’t have a lot of lived emotional experiences—due to either nurturing or biological challenges that interfered with interaction, such as difficulties with language, for example—tended to be the ones who responded with concrete lists, rather than anecdotes. Interestingly, we found that the most effective way to teach such children analytic reasoning or thinking was by creating opportunities to have more “lived emotional experiences” and to reason about them. We observed that even children with severe developmental problems, including autistic patterns, could become more creative and reflective when they were exposed to more one-on-one interactions with their caregivers.


It thus became increasingly clear that certain types of emotional experiences seemed to be necessary for generating abstract ideas or thinking.
 



This startlingly simple concept had been overlooked, because for many hundreds of years it has been a given in Western culture that emotions are separate from intelligence. We have commonly assumed that emotions are experienced as bodily reactions or passions that lead us to do irrational things; and more recently we have also viewed them as the cues that enable us to function socially. Intelligence has been considered to be the vigilant part of our minds that helps us be rational and make sense of the world.


Our new observations suggest that emotional interactions play a far more critical role in intellectual functioning. They can help us go beyond Howard Gardner’s important idea of separate, multiple intelligences, or Antonio Damasio’s research on the brain which suggests that emotions are important for judgment but somehow separate from academic capacities or overall intelligence. Even Jean Piaget, the pioneering cognitive psychologist, overlooked this vital connection. Piaget observed that when an eight-month-old is accustomed to pulling a string that is attached to a bell and to hearing the bell ring in response, he will eventually stop ringing the bell if it is detached from the string. To Piaget, this sort of behavior revealed that the child is a causal thinker, because he pulls the string only if it leads to his hearing the sound of the ringing bell. Although Piaget’s observations were accurate, he did not realize that this was not the child’s first opportunity to learn about causality. A baby’s first lesson in causality occurs many months earlier, when he pulls on his mother’s or father’s heartstrings with a smile that brings a responsive smile of delight or some other joyful expression to his parent’s face. The child then applies that emotional lesson to the physical world of pulling strings, banging objects, and the like.


At each succeeding stage of development, we have found that emotional interactions like a little baby’s smile leading to a hug enable the child to understand how the world works, and eventually to think, solve problems, and master academic challenges. Emotions are actually the internal architects, conductors, or organizers of our minds. They tell us how and what to think, what to say and when to say it, and what to do. We “know” things through our emotional interactions and then apply that knowledge to the cognitive world.


Let’s look at some examples of how this works. Consider how a young child first learns how to say “Hi!” as he greets other people. A toddler doesn’t memorize lists of appropriate people to say hello to. He merely connects the greeting with a warm, friendly feeling in his gut that leads him to reach out to other people’s welcoming faces with a verbalized “Hi!” If he looks at them and has a different emotional feeling inside, one of wariness, he’s more likely to turn his head or hide behind your legs.


It is his feeling, or affect, that triggers your child’s decision over whether or not to greet a stranger. We encourage this kind of “discrimination,” because we don’t want our children to say “Hi!” to a menacing stranger in a back alley. We want them to say hello to nice people like Grandma. If your child won’t say “Hi” to his grandmother, it’s because he’s not experiencing a warm feeling inside. If we can teach Grandma how to evoke that warm, fuzzy feeling inside her grandchild, she’ll eventually get a friendly “Hi!” back in response. Similarly, if a child learns to greet those people who make him feel warm inside, he will quickly say “Hi!” to a friendly teacher or to a new playmate. He carries his emotions inside him, helping him to generalize from known situations to new ones, as well as to discriminate, or decide when and what to say.


Not only thinking grows out of early emotional interactions; so does a moral sense of right and wrong. The ability to understand another person’s feelings and care about how he or she feels can only arise out of a series of nurturing interactions that will be described in the chapters that follow. Even something as purely academic and cognitive as math and concepts of quantity is based on early emotional experiences. “A lot” to a three-year-old is more than he wants; “a little” is less than he expects. Later on, numbers can systematize this feel for quantity. Children with math blocks can be helped to become solid students by going back to the early emotional roots of learning about quantity. Similarly, concepts of time and space are learned by the emotional experiences of waiting for Mom, or of looking for her and finding her in another room.


Words also derive their meaning from emotional interactions, as our example of fairness illustrates. A word like “justice” acquires content and meaning with each new emotional experience of fairness and unfairness. Comprehension of a word like “apple” is based on numerous emotional experiences involved in eating one, throwing one, and giving one to your teacher, in addition to its obvious physical characteristics of redness and roundness. Even our use of grammar, which the noted linguist Noam Chomsky and others believe is largely innate and only needs some very general types of social stimulation to get going, is based in part on very specific early emotional interactions. For example, we found that autistic children who did not use proper grammar and repeated only nouns, like “door,” “table,” or “milk,” could learn correct grammatical forms if we helped them first become emotionally engaged and intentional. At the point they learned to experience and express their desire or wish (for example, when they pulled us to a door to open it), they began properly aligning nouns and verbs (“Open the door!”).


We found the same patterns evident in children reared in certain Eastern European orphanages or under very deprived family conditions in this country, where there were few opportunities for “intentional” interaction. We also saw that infants growing up under ordinary circumstances required many opportunities to express their desires or wishes in purposeful interactions with their caregivers (such as back-and-forth smiling and pointing) to develop proper grammatical connections between nouns and verbs. This connection between grammar and experience was probably missed in the past because it’s easy to take routine emotional interactions for granted unless we also examine more dire situations in which they don’t spontaneously occur.


Unfortunately, the compartmentalization of our postindustrial society has tempted many of us into thinking that our minds are similarly compartmentalized. If we want to impart some knowledge, we offer our children facts. If we want to teach loving, we simply say “I love you” or hug. Just as most of us run into a store to purchase a shirt and no longer remember how to grow the flax, pick it, spin it into thread, weave it into linen fabric, and then sew it into a garment, we’ve forgotten that building a creative, healthy mind in our children isn’t a process of one-stop shopping for supercharged “educational” experiences. Just as the linen shirt on your back has its roots in a flax seed planted in the soil, so does your child’s personality grow out of the nurturing matrix of your interactions with him.


The more you are able to encourage the integrated growth of your child’s mind and brain, the more successful you’ll be in laying the groundwork for his becoming an intelligent, logical, socially adept, empathic adult. These important qualities spring out of the fertile soil of your continuing interactions. As you read ahead, you can rest assured that we won’t be asking you to complicate your life by piling on more and more outside activities or “cognitive stimulation” exercises into your already busy day. Instead, we hope to inspire you to engage your baby and child, and together create the six experiences that are essential to the growth of a healthy mind.


These core experiences that your child needs to master have their roots in our distant evolutionary past. In comparison to the nonhuman primates and other members of the animal kingdom, human beings enjoy a relatively long period of dependency. For example, we are slower to walk than most of our animal cousins. This long period of dependency provides an opportunity for the brain and mind to grow enormously complex, but this opportunity also brings additional responsibilities. We must appropriately nurture our offspring, with some assistance from other caregivers, for an extended period of time.


We therefore have both a wondrous opportunity and an obligation to enrich the depth and range of our children’s thinking and emotions while they depend on us, before they venture out on their own. Our young children require nurturing and interactions with consistent caregivers (as compared to changing ones) for a considerable part of their days and, when needed, nights. We strongly believe that children do best when they can interact with their primary caregivers for at least one half of their waking, nonschool hours. Yet as a society we are failing to address this need.


Why are so many of us moving away from providing these essential nurturing interactions that our children require? Part of the answer may lie in the way our culture views progress. We often focus on the competitive or assertive side of our nature, which has been so important in the mastery of our environment, our economic growth, and for our own survival. However, this single-minded emphasis on one kind of evolutionary fitness has caused us to neglect the softer, nurturing side of our evolutionary inheritance, which actually creates the tools that enable us to achieve mastery.


As we increasingly embrace the individualistic, assertive definition of fitness in both our work and family life, we must not lose sight of our children’s even more compelling need for intimate, nurturing, interactive experience. Ironically, we can best help our children develop tools for mastery, or a competitive edge, by continually offering them nurturing emotional interactions. These nurturing experiences have helped us create individuals who can build complex, cooperative societies. They will enable those who follow us to develop the tools of reasoning, self-reflection, and cooperation that they will need to master the challenges of the twenty-first century.


If future generations are passive or self-absorbed, or polarized or hostile, or lack the ability to reflect on their lives and experiment confidently with new ideas, we’ll have to live in a world where, as Yeats said, “Things fly apart; the center cannot hold.” Each time we succeed in raising a child with a healthy mind, we’re also contributing to a smoothly functioning, democratic, optimistic, and economically successful society. We increase the odds that the world of the new millennium will be made up of individuals who have empathy and compassion for others, can work in groups, create new breakthroughs, become intellectually robust, and even rear children with healthy minds themselves.
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1
STAGE 1: 
BECOMING CALM, ATTENTIVE, 
AND INTERESTED IN THE WORLD
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WHAT THIS STAGE IS ALL ABOUT


When your baby was still safely cocooned in the womb, most of your concerns were probably focused on delivering a healthy newborn. Now that he’s lying in your arms, however, a whole new batch of questions has surely arisen. How can you help him develop into a thoughtful, kind child? What’s the best way to spark his intellectual curiosity? How will you teach him to be insightful?


At this stage of your baby’s development, during these first two to three months, the answer lies in helping him begin to learn to be both calm, regulated, and secure and interested in the world around him. He’s already likely to be an adept little learner, taking in all the intriguing sights, sounds, smells, touches, and movements that surround him. Sometimes these sensations will excite him, and you may begin to see his eyes widen in delight, or watch him struggle to turn his head as he attempts to see and hear what’s going on. At other times, these sensations may upset or overwhelm him and make him cry. When this happens, your continuing relationship with him and the familiar sight of your face, the comforting sound of your voice, and your gentle touch and movements will provide him with a reassuring sense of security that helps him recover his equilibrium.


During those nine months before he was born, your baby was sheltered in the shadowy, muffled environment of the womb and only gradually became aware of certain sensations. He was comforted by the steady rhythm of his mother’s heartbeats, whooshes of arterial blood, and digestive rumblings. A range of sounds and their patterns were registering. While there was not a lot to see in the darkness in which he floated, he could sense when his mother’s belly was exposed to very bright light. Tastes were beginning to reach him when the diluted sweet, bitter, or sour flavors from his mother’s meals crossed the placenta and seasoned the amniotic fluid that he occasionally swallowed. He likely felt some movement, but was cushioned from all but the roughest bangs and bumps until the final weeks of pregnancy, when his quarters became more cramped and his movements were increasingly restricted.


From the moment he took his first breath, your little voyager has begun to take in and organize a much larger variety of sensations. Let’s take a closer look at how he already shows you that he’s starting to use all his sensory equipment, pay attention to you, and learn how to be calm and regulated at the same time.


During one of those calm and alert periods between feedings and nap times, take a few minutes to fully enjoy all the wonderful things your one-or two-month-old baby is doing as you play with him. Perhaps you’ll find him lying in his crib, looking at some nearby toys with obvious interest. As he looks around the room, gather him up tenderly into your arms and look into his wide-open eyes. You might playfully touch your finger to his nose and say, “Oh, what a wonderful nose my big boy has!” You’ll probably notice that his eyes will brighten with interest, and you might continue your game by tilting your head to one side to get closer to his little ear. When you nuzzle his ear and remark, “See how soft my baby’s ear is!” he may well turn his head in your direction as if he’s trying to capture more of the sound of your voice and the sight of your face.


If you next turn your attention to his other ear, giving it a tiny caress as you say something like “And look what’s over here—another delicious ear!” your baby will likely try to turn his head while making a little squeal of delight. When you then hold him at arm’s length and look directly into his eyes with a broad smile on your face, watch his lips part as if he’s trying to imitate your smile. You’ll probably welcome this adorable sight with words like “Oh, look at you, trying so hard to smile right back at Mommy!” Next, you might decide to stick your tongue out, because you read somewhere that infants this age are capable of returning such a gesture in a monkey-see, monkey-do manner. As you say “I bet you can do this, too!” and stick out your tongue once again, your baby will probably move his lips in an anticipatory way, as if he’s trying hard to copy you. By his third or fourth attempt, the tip of his tongue will probably peek through his lips, and you’ll marvel at his sophisticated social skills.


After the two of you have played for a few minutes, your baby may seem to grow a little weary of all the face-to-face interaction, and become distracted by the whir of a nearby fan or by the glare of an overhead light. You can then offer him some more soothing and rhythmically rock him back and forth in your arms. Or you might alternatively let him relax a few minutes, watching him stretch open his mouth in a tremulous yawn or two. After he rests for a few minutes, he may well glance at you with a gleam in his eye, as if to say, “I’m ready for some more conversation!” Then, you can animate your voice as the two of you get back into a lively interactive rhythm in which he seems to feed off the expressions that cross your face and the sounds that come out of your mouth.


As you’re playing with your baby, you’ll also notice when he seems to need a longer period of rest. This is likely to occur when he’s about ready to go down for a nap or when the two of you have been busy interacting for quite a while and you’re both a bit tired. Some babies are particularly soothed when they are rocked at the nice, slow beat of your own resting breathing rate of 12 to 15 breaths per minute. Your baby will usually let you know by his cries or wiggles whether he prefers a slower or faster rhythm. After a while you may feel the baby melt into your arms as his muscles relax, lulled by the steady back-and-forth motion. Eventually, you may become aware that his little feet are pressing into your lap, as if he’s indicating that he wants to rock some more. His eyes may seem to sparkle with a renewed look of interest as you continue to rock and talk to him. He may even try to track your eyes as you turn your head from side to side, and you’ll know that he’s once again ready for some interaction.


Later during that same day, you might take a closer look at all the looks, sounds, touches, and movements your baby shares with you while you do something as simple as changing his diaper. He may energetically kick his feet as you coo to him, and turn his head a little to the left or right to get a better view of your smiling face. You’ll probably pick up on a sparkle in his eye that lets you know he’s also using his sense of vision, as well as his motor skills, to communicate his delight. As you clean him up he may not like the cool sensation of the wipe-up on his sensitive skin, and may grimace or even cry. In this way he’ll show you that he’s able to share his unhappy feelings with you, too. In fact, as he cries he may look you straight in the eye, as if to say, “You’re supposed to be my friend; what are you doing to me?” After you kiss away his tears, you might flirt with him by smiling and playfully blowing on his belly button until that pleased gleam comes back into his eye. You might even play a little game of “This Little Piggy” and watch him wiggle his body in delight as his toes are tickled. His body language will communicate a clear message of “Do it again, Mommy! Oh, please, do it again!”


Further evidence of your baby’s growing ability to take in information through his eyes, ears, nose, skin, and muscles may occur when your spouse joins the two of you. Maybe you’ll be standing at the door, noticing that your baby is trying to nestle his head right into the crook of your neck, as if he’s helping you to nuzzle him. Your spouse could come up behind you and play a funny-face game with the baby, talking in a silly voice while moving first to the right and then to the left. Your infant would then enjoy the double benefit of interacting at the same time with Mommy and Daddy; enjoying the warm security of one parent’s body while playing new visual games with and hearing new sets of sounds from the other parent.


All of this endearing behavior is an indication that your baby is beginning to make use of his ability to see, hear, touch, feel, move, and register emotional reactions as he pays closer attention to the world. When he is calm and regulated, he’s especially interested in interacting with you. He shows you that he can focus on your voice, as he turns left and right in search of its source. He may not be able to piece together all of the separate features of your face into a single image, but he can clearly make out the look in your eyes, or the smile on your face, and tries to orient his head to face in your direction. He’s even capable of observing a gesture, like sticking out your tongue, and duplicating it. This sort of organized response is no easy achievement; your infant is not only taking in information through his eyes and ears, he’s also using his own muscles in an action pattern to imitate your signal. Keep in mind, however, that he can’t do other complex imitations yet. Each time your baby’s eyes sparkle with a look of pleasure or his mouth quivers or settles into a frown, you’re getting a glimpse of his new ability to respond emotionally to the world.


Many babies are blessed with sensory and motor abilities that work in a seemingly effortless way. Other perfectly normal infants have a considerably harder time trying to regulate their senses. Taking in particular sounds and touches, or being exposed to certain lighting conditions, may cause them to become cranky or tearful. Because their senses can so easily become overloaded, they tend be more cautious as they interact with the world, and their parents need to work a little harder to soothe them into a state of focused attention. For instance, a baby with some sensitivity to sound may hear his mother’s voice, but be disturbed by its shrill tone. If the baby’s mother can deliberately deepen the pitch of her voice and speak in soft, lulling tones, however, it is likely that her child will be able to find comfort in the sound of her voice.


Other babies seem to have difficulties moving their muscles through a sequence of actions. Their parents might mistakenly think that they’re a little reserved or distant, since they don’t intuitively relax their muscles and mold to the shape of their Mommy’s or Daddy’s arms when they’re picked up for a cuddle. The child who has difficulty sequencing his movements may not be able to turn his head and follow Mommy’s facial expressions if she moves quickly, and therefore is less able to communicate his awareness of his mother’s presence. While some babies have an easy time figuring out how to suck their thumbs, others keep jabbing their noses or eyes as they try to find their mouths and soothe themselves.


These sorts of expectable variations in the way babies pick up cues from their surroundings and move their muscles mean that there’s no one-size-fits-all approach to helping your own child calm down and pay attention to the world. By taking note of your baby’s own special biological makeup and interactive style, however, you can deliberately introduce the world to him in a way that maximizes his delight and minimizes his frustrations. Even seemingly fixed biological characteristics, such as a child’s tendency to be unusually startled by intense light or high-pitched sounds or by abrupt changes in movement, can be altered by the way in which we behave as caregivers.


We can also enlist the aid of others if our own particular biological makeup doesn’t always mesh with our baby’s needs. For instance, if you have a high-strung baby and tend yourself to be highly verbal and go through life in a whirlwind of activity, you might turn to your more even-tempered spouse or to a loving grandparent to help you provide your baby with an extra dose of calmness. During later stages of your child’s development, when he is a confident, curious preschooler, your dynamic style may be just what he needs. As your baby matures, you’ll also be teaching him that he can survive the inevitable bumps and bruises that his unique physical makeup and life’s many surprises hand him. With your help, he’ll come to experience a full range of sensation and human emotions.


For now, though, the goal is to concentrate on figuring out how to wrap your baby in a basic sense of security while encouraging him to attend to the sights and sounds that surround him. The following pages will provide some pointers on how to settle into this wonderful new relationship with your baby, and how to foster the sort of calm and loving atmosphere that will best promote your child’s ability to feel, look, and listen to the world.





WHAT TO LOOK FOR IN
 THE FIRST FEW MONTHS


It’s important to recognize that all young babies vary considerably in how they calm themselves and focus their attention on the world. Some infants will follow the sound of their mothers’ voices with their eyes, or even turn their heads, from day one. Others will intently look and listen with excitement at seeing their mothers’ faces in the first moments after birth, but may soon retreat into relative self-absorption. Then, over a period of two or three months, these babies may begin gradually to take in and focus on all the wonderful sights and sounds their parents offer them. Both of these very different types of infants demonstrate a healthy, budding interest in the world. The infant who seems to be born with the ability to calmly process sensation doesn’t have a significant head start on the baby whose sensory equipment simply needs a period of time and encouragement to get going.


During these first few months, you’ll become aware of your infant’s own particular style of sharing attention with you. Perhaps he’ll get special pleasure out of using his eyes, eagerly looking at your face and other objects. It usually takes a number of weeks, though, before you’ll see many outwardly directed looks cross his face. He’s just beginning to get used to being out in the world and is still largely preoccupied with his internal, physical sensations, rather than with you. For instance, he experiences his hunger as an uncomfortable, hollow feeling that causes him to tense his muscles and concentrate on what’s going on inside of him. As you hold him in your arms just before a feeding, you will probably notice that his muscles feel more taut. Because he experiences fullness as a kind of pleasurable, expansive warmth in his tummy, he’s likely to relax his muscles after a feeding and you may even notice a calmer, smoother look on his face.


Within a month or two, however, your baby will probably make you well aware that his hunger is arousing unpleasant, even angry, emotional feelings in him, and not just a muscle-tightening sense of abdominal discomfort. His cries will communicate a real sense of distress. On the other hand, he’ll also be letting you know that having a stomach full of milk is a soothing, good feeling. As you nurse him, you’ll probably observe that the muscles in his body seem to stiffen with a sense of urgent excitement when he sees an approaching breast or bottle. He’ll wriggle around, waving his arms and legs as he attempts to align his mouth and root for the nipple. He may even pull away from the nipple after he nurses and melt your heart with a grin that stretches from ear to ear.


This smile of contentment is a kind of bonus that some parents receive when their baby is as young as one month old, but it more typically appears when babies are between two and four months of age. As you interact with your baby during these months, you’ll become aware of other external sensations that he finds pleasurable. You might try exposing him to different levels of light, and see what kind of illumination kindles a spark of interest in his eye or a smile on his face. Try animating your features as you talk to your baby, lifting your eyebrows and dramatically moving your lips. See if he responds to the sight of your lively face with a heightened look of expectancy on his face. Alternatively, try subduing your natural expressiveness and see if your baby seems to prefer it when you move your features more slowly.


Your baby will also be demonstrating his growing ability to stay visually focused for more than just a few seconds. By the time he is three months old or so, he should be able to fix his eyes on yours for 10, 20 or even 30 seconds at a time. He will increasingly focus on your face. There will be a back-and-forth rhythm to your interactions, as the two of you look into each other’s eyes, smile or smirk, or burble sounds to each other.


You may notice that your infant will become excited when he hears the sound of your voice, or your spouse’s. Most babies tend to develop a preference for their mothers because they seem to prefer the higher-pitched sound of Mommy’s voice, and because Mommy is more apt to be holding and feeding them. Your baby’s ability to discriminate between different adult voices is an example of the way in which he is becoming a pattern recognizer. This skill becomes well developed during the second year of life, and will be discussed at length in a later chapter.


Some infants, however, are attracted to Daddy’s deeper voice, and are more interested in visually tracking his face than Mommy’s. Interestingly, when these babies’ mothers deliberately lower the pitch of their own voices, the infants seem equally fascinated with their mothers. By adapting your own voice to your baby’s particular pitch preference, you can help engage him when he interacts with you.


During these early months you can also pick up on what type of rhythm or cadence most attracts your two- or three-month-old. Some babies have a sophisticated feel for rhythm and can grasp a complex beat like “Bum ba ba bum-bum” after a few repetitions. Their little bodies seem to become more taut, and their eyes may widen in anticipation as they wait to hear the final two beats. Other babies may have a confused, glassy-eyed look on their faces when they are exposed to complex rhythms, but visibly brighten up and respond to simpler rhythmic patterns of two or three beats (“Ba ba . . . ba ba . . . ba ba”).


If you can tailor your rhythmic games to your baby’s own ability to digest sound patterns, you will gradually see that he will most likely be able to recognize very complex patterns of sound, even if he’s only interested in simple patterns right now. As long as you can detect a response, and have a distinct sense that he’s able to follow and even anticipate the rhythm of the words or sounds you recite, you’ll know that you’ve hit upon the right combination for now.


You can try interacting with your child’s motor system, too, and see what happens when you move his limbs. Does he brighten up and look at you with renewed focus? When you play “This Little Piggy” does he look at his foot or your hand? Does he curl his toes in delight when you manipulate them? Offer him different touches, and see whether he responds to light stroking or firmer belly and back rubs. Notice whether his muscles feel a bit tense and whether his body loosens up as you calm him with rhythmic rocking and soothing vocalizations. On the other hand, if he seems to have a hard time snuggling up into an embrace, try and support his neck and back more firmly and see if that helps him relax into the warmth of your chest or shoulder.


You may notice that certain smells make it harder for your baby to calm down and enter into a state of shared attention with you. If you’re wearing a strong perfume or after-shave lotion, does he turn his head away when you approach him? If you suspect that your child may have sensitivities or may be underreactive to various smells, try putting different foods or fragrances near his nose and see if he recoils or frowns with annoyance or fails to show any reaction at all. It’s a good idea to check out your baby’s olfactory (smelling) responses, since smell and taste are close sensory cousins. Some children with hypersensitivities to smells can’t handle food if it is too pungent, while others may need stronger odors and tastes to help them tolerate certain food groups.


As you sharpen your observational skills and pay attention to the times when your baby seems to have more trouble becoming calm and sharing attention with you, you’ll begin to assemble a truly revealing developmental profile of your child. You’ll start recognizing whether an unpleasant smell, an unexpected hug or cuddle, or a piercing noise overwhelms your child. Don’t forget, though, that even a crying, finicky baby is capable of a lot of looking and listening. You may receive some very expressive looks from your three-month-old when he’s got a gas bubble in his stomach! If you rub his back while murmuring sympathetically, he may be encouraged to keep using his looking and listening skills even when he’s not feeling so good. He may be able to use your soothing sounds and touches to calm himself. Practicing under slightly stressful conditions will make him into a stronger looker and listener later on.





WHY SECURITY AND CALM ATTENTION
 ARE SO IMPORTANT


Your baby’s dawning sense of security and awareness of his environment are crucial for proper brain growth, as these early experiences begin to establish important neuronal connections in the brain. We typically think that learning occurs in school or from reading books to our children, but in fact, the very capacity to learn—to absorb information, discern patterns, and take action in the world—is starting in the first months of life.


Initially, your baby’s entire world consists of you and your spouse and any other caregivers who are with him on a daily basis. As he’s able to take in the sights, sounds, touches, tastes, and smells that are near at hand and still remain calm, he’ll gradually take a more and more active interest in exploring his surroundings. His ability to take in and even see patterns in the sensations and experiences created by his environment will lay the foundation for all of his future learning.


Your baby, like all of us, uses many senses at the same time. He is simultaneously looking, listening, moving, and feeling, and sometimes even smelling, tasting, and touching, too. The more your baby is able to make use of information coming from all of his senses, the calmer and more regulated he will feel. Paradoxically, when he takes in more information than he can handle, these same senses can be used to calm himself down.


For instance, when your baby looks at your face, he usually sees it as a source of rich, exciting information. If he could use words and think like an older child, he might think to himself as he gazes at your nose, “What’s that funny shape in the middle?” He may register your eyes as “those shiny green things looking at me” and your moving lips and voice as the producers of some interesting noise. But if he should become overloaded after too much looking and listening, those same interesting, exciting “green things” can with your help now develop a warm, soothing look to them that will bring him a measure of comfort. The voice that overener-gized him can be lowered, and lull him with calming rhythms.





LEARNING TO FEEL SECURE



In this way, your child uses his senses and his motor system to take in sensations from his environment that have the potential both to both intrigue and to soothe him. He is able to take an interest in and become excited by different sensations, yet at the same time he can use sensations in the world to make himself feel calm and regulated. A curious, calm, and regulated baby is by definition a secure baby.


Our adult version of security, while far more complex, still has this dual aspect. We rely on such things as cars that run, bank accounts that are healthy, friendly in-laws, good reports from our doctors, and even political leaders who think as we do to help us feel secure in the world. And if these things that we rely on don’t work well, we feel insecure. If our bodies—for example, our memories and stomachs—don’t work the way they usually do, we may feel especially insecure.


Your baby is beginning to achieve a sense of security by having control over the seemingly simplest of behaviors: being able to find your face with his beautiful eyes when he hears your voice. But this is no mean feat. He has to first figure out where you are and then activate his muscles and turn his head in your direction.


You can imagine how a baby who has difficulty absorbing the gentle sounds of his mother’s lullabies might need an extra dose of rhythmic rocking to bring him back to a state of focused attention when he’s upset. Similarly, a baby who is overloaded by various sights might have a tough time recognizing visual patterns and determining whether it is Mommy’s or Daddy’s face that’s hovering over his crib. It’s much harder to feel safe and secure in a world in which there are no familiar landmarks. Extra soothing will usually help in such situations.


Offering an overloaded baby simple, soothing sights and sounds may help him recover a sense of regulation. By deliberately putting a peaceful expression on your face and a soothing tone in your voice and facing the baby at a distance that is neither too close nor too far from him, you will likely be able to bring him back to a state of calm interest. As he becomes more aware of his general surroundings, he might eventually notice the shiny necklace around your neck or the colorful hat on your head. However, these sorts of items by themselves aren’t compelling enough to sustain his interest and keep him feeling regulated for any extended amount of time. He’ll be most fascinated by the richness of his emotional interaction with you.


The importance of this stage is demonstrated not only when babies are able to use their senses to help them regain a sense of security. It is also underscored by those tragic situations in which this early sense of security isn’t achievable because there are no consistent, loving caregivers on hand to help babies become interested and engaged in the world around them. Our research with infants whose parents neglect them because of substance abuse or other severe problems points up the critical importance of these early nurturing experiences. We observed that many babies who were very healthy at birth almost immediately began to look at their care-givers, turn to their voices, and even tried to shape their mouths into the beginnings of a smile. However, because their mothers and/or fathers showed little or no interest in helping them focus on their surroundings, within just a few days they lost many of their inborn abilities. The infants became extremely self-absorbed, lost muscle tone, and some even lost their ability to move their heads.


When your own baby is taking in information through his senses, he is also simultaneously experiencing an emotional reaction to those sights, sounds, touches, smells, and tastes that you bring to him. For instance, when your baby hears your voice, he not only begins detecting a vocal pattern that later becomes associated with you and eventually with the word “Mommy” or “Daddy” but that also, in all likelihood, brings him comfort and pleasure.


As we’ve watched many babies develop over the years, we’ve come to realize that what have traditionally been described as separate emotional and cognitive (or intellectual) reactions are not so separate after all. In contrast to existing notions, we believe that each time your baby takes in information through his senses, the experience is double-coded as both a physical/cognitive reaction and as an emotional reaction to those sensations. In fact, his emotional reactions may operate like something of a sixth sense, giving each sensory experience texture and meaning.


During this early stage of your baby’s development, he will be experiencing basic emotions such as pleasure, comfort, and distress. Over the coming months, you’ll see many specific emotions emerging, such as joy, happiness, delight, curiosity, fear, and anger. These emotions will have many subtleties to them, so that eventually you will see your child display an almost infinite range of emotional variations as he attempts to understand his world. Until then, your baby will feel a growing sense of comfort and pleasure in his surroundings, and will gradually come to count on you, his reliable partner, to help him deal with the recurring distress that his hunger and fatigue cause him.


As we mentioned before, your intimate “dialogues” with your child reassure him that his needs can be met and that he can be calmed as well as loved and esteemed. They help him practice using his growing capacities to look, listen, touch, smell, and move, and also promote brain growth that will make him even more capable of retrieving and interpreting the information brought in by his senses. Interestingly, after birth there is a rapid branching of the neuronal connections in your baby’s brain as he begins to take in experiences through his senses. The baby’s interaction with the world thus promotes the growth of his brain, which in turn enhances his ability to experience and understand his environment. This reciprocal process appears to get more complex as the baby progresses through the early months and years of life, sometimes leading to more brain growth and other times leading to a fine-tuning, or pruning, of the connections and pathways in the brain.


Through the technological magic of brain imaging, we can actually observe how exposure to different sensations affects the connections, or wiring, of the brain. When baby animals are deliberately introduced to more sights, the parts of their cerebral cortexes that are involved in comprehending sight actually develop more neuronal connections. Similarly, if these same animals are immersed in more sounds, those parts of the cortex having to do with coding and understanding sound become more developed.


When you consider that a baby animal living in a forest stands a better chance of reaching physical maturity and reproducing if it is more alert to the sensations that are important in its immediate surroundings, this all makes evolutionary sense. For example, the animal whose brain is richly developed in auditory areas can better discriminate between sounds that mean food and security are near at hand and those that signal danger. As your baby develops a rich network of neuronal connections for sight, sound, taste, smell, and touch, he becomes be better equipped to meet the demands of any environment in which he finds himself. Your tender caresses, empathetic facial expressions, and soothing voice are facilitating the adaptive growth of your child’s brain and the eventual blossoming of all of his higher-level learning, social, and thinking skills.





HOW TO HELP YOUR BABY BECOME
 CALM AND ATTENTIVE


As you and your baby begin to settle into your new relationship, take a close look at how he handles various sensations and controls the muscles in his body. You’ll be making use of the information-gathering tools that both of you are born with—the body and its five senses. It’s also a good time to make sure his physical environment (such as his crib, toys, mobile, and clothing) is safe and protective. (See Appendix III for some often ignored safety considerations.)





EXPLORING YOUR BABY’S PLEASURE IN
 DIFFERENT TYPES OF TOUCHES



For the first few weeks of your baby’s life, try to concentrate on his needs for comfort in a new environment. You already have much that he needs to ease his transition from the womb into the world—a warm body, loving arms, and a steady heartbeat. As you cradle him in your arms, or nestle him against your chest, recognize that he’s feeling the body warmth and heart rhythms that were familiar to him in the womb. Remember, too, that touching and being touched are new sensations for your baby. His skin is exquisitely designed to receive sensation from his surroundings, and you want to make sure that the stroking he receives from you feels good. Most babies enjoy touch that is tender, but firm.


The simple touch of your fingers will not only soothe your baby, it may help him grow! Studies conducted by Duke University researcher Saul Schanberg and his collaborator Tiffany Field appear to indicate that soothing touch releases growth hormones. However, many newborns need to sleep as much as 20 hours a day, so you shouldn’t let your loving touches interfere with your baby’s need to rest. In later weeks, however, if your child continues to sleep that much you’ll want to increase the amount and variety of the touches as well as the sights and sounds you are offering him, to entice him into his wonderful new world. You might consider gently kneading your baby’s hands, arms, legs, and feet and see if the baby responds pleasurably to the sensations your hands bring.


It seems that loving touch can also reduce the stress a baby may be experiencing. Megan Gunnar of the University of Minnesota has gauged children’s reactions to stress by measuring the levels of a steroid hormone called cortisol in their saliva. By the end of one six-week study in which babies were given twice-weekly massages, cortisol levels markedly decreased. The babies also were less irritable and slept better, too.


Make sure to let your baby’s fingers come into contact with different textures—soft and cushiony, smooth, and bumpy—and see if he brightens up. (Ultrasound research has revealed that babies already have had a lot of touch practice from pulling and squeezing their umbilical cords while they are in the womb.) Offer your infant toys that are easy to grasp. By three months, he may be able to reach toward and latch onto a rattle. His fingers will be unclenched and open three quarters of the time he is awake, and you’ll want to offer him interesting objects to grasp as he explores the world around him.





HOLDING, HUGGING, ROCKING, AND ROLLING



The way you hold your baby can also have an impact on his sense of security. Some babies curl up like kittens as you hold them against your chest; others flail their limbs or seem stiff-legged and tense when held in that position. Try varying the way you hold your infant to see which position allows him to relax best.


How you move while you hold the baby in your arms also affects his ability to focus calmly. Most babies, during the first weeks of life, are overwhelmed by up-and-down jostling that is too brisk or jerky, and are soothed by rocking and gentle side-to-side movements. Try swaying slowly, taking four to five seconds to move from one side to the other and see if the motion lulls your infant.


As their muscles develop, many infants enjoy rhythmically bouncing in your lap as you hold them. Most also show obvious delight as you hold them up overhead and smile into their eyes. Other babies, however, seem less flexible and their parents have to be a little more inventive in learning which touches and movements best comfort them. Vary the positions you use when you hold your baby and see which ones allow his muscles to relax the most. Does he show any special pleasure when he is moved horizontally or vertically through space?


For most babies, swaddling (gently but firmly bundling the baby’s arms and legs in a receiving blanket wrapped around their bodies) is soothing. Other babies enjoy a body massage in which their limbs are gently flexed and extended. Like school-age children who are more attentive in class immediately following recess, these babies seem to need a little sensory and muscular activity to bring them to a state of calm, focused attention.


If your baby seems to be distressed by an embrace that seems quite natural to you, remember that he is not rejecting you. Up until recently, scientists assumed that all human beings experienced sensations in similar ways. We now know that individuals perceive the same stimulus very differently. Your feathery touch could feel tickly and irritating on your new-born’s skin, while another baby might take delight in the same caress. Naturally, you may feel a little disappointed that your intuitive approach didn’t immediately work, but you can experiment and find a touch that feels right for both you and the baby. It may take a while to hit upon the right balance, and you will no doubt feel frustrated and exhausted from time to time, just as your infant does. Always keep in mind that comforting your baby and slowly introducing him to new sights, sounds, and touches in the first few months of life is an inexact, learn-as-you-go process for everyone involved.


There is one part of an infant’s body, though, that almost invariably provides your baby with a sense of comfort and security. Babies take enormous pleasure in using their mouths, and some suck their thumbs even before they are born. The dense nerve endings around the lip area makes moving their mouths and sucking an especially pleasurable activity. You’ll soon become aware of your own baby’s sucking style. Some infants seem to suck only when hungry or to ease gas pains, while others do it more often. Some suck with vigor as if they’re always ravenous; others seem less involved. If your baby doesn’t seem to settle himself and relax while sucking, or has difficulty sucking, be sure to mention this to your pediatrician. Occasionally, difficulties in sucking can indicate potential motor challenges that can be helped most effectively when identified early in life.





HELPING YOUR BABY TO LISTEN



As you watch your baby find solace in sucking and calm down as you gently massage him or rhythmically rock while holding him in your arms, you’ll probably intuitively murmur to him in low, soothing tones. Your baby’s ability to hear and respond to your voice is one of the primary ways in which he learns how to take a deep breath, calm down, and pay attention to you and the world.


Babies react to sounds even while they are still in the womb. During the third trimester, a fetus will actually turn his head in the direction of a noise. At some point during these later months of pregnancy, nearly every mother notices that her baby seems to wake up a little and kick when music is being played nearby. Some studies suggest that talking to your baby before birth, and even singing songs, facilitates later language acquisition. It is unclear, however, whether the baby’s reported ease in later comprehending and using words is tied to having heard these muffled sounds while in the uterus. What may be occurring is that parents who talk to their fetus may form an earlier emotional bond that paves the way to more relaxed face-to-face interactions after the baby is born. Continuing observations and research will clarify these issues, but it’s important to emphasize that postnatal parent-child dialogues are a foundation for all later intellectual growth—including verbal skills.


At birth, it is apparent that a baby’s sense of hearing is better developed than his ability to see, although sight is also developing rapidly. Newborns can already tell what direction a sound comes from, and parents often report that their babies soon try to orient their heads and necks toward their parents’ voices. In just a few months, your baby may move his mouth in response to your own cooing and babbling, as if he’s trying to imitate the sounds you make. Young infants also seem to enjoy music, just as they did in the womb.





TUNING IN TO YOUR BABY’S
 PREFERRED WAVELENGTH



We tend to assume that all babies hear the same way, but as with most other things, the way we hear often varies from individual to individual. As you interact playfully with your baby, observe how he reacts to sounds. For the most part, you’ll be picking up on styles and preferences. However, if your baby doesn’t pay even fleeting attention to ordinary sounds when you play with him, or to loud noises that are near at hand, be sure to consult with your pediatrician to check whether there is a physical problem with hearing.


As your baby develops during the first three months, try to discover the pitches and rhythms he enjoys. Most infants prefer high-pitched, but not screechy, vocalizations, so you can usually entice your infant’s attention by using typical baby talk. Experiment with different cadences, and notice whether the baby turns toward you. You might imitate the coos and chirps the baby makes and see if he tries to reply in kind. Be playful, have fun, and take mental notes as you enjoy your baby’s interest in you.


Some infants seem to overreact to high-pitched voice patterns and respond far more pleasurably to lower, even guttural, sounds. Occasionally a baby will find the sound of a high-pitched maternal voice so aversive that his body stiffens and he may actually turn away from his mother in a panic. It’s as if the sound of her voice grates on him like fingernails on a chalkboard. Such behavior naturally upsets the mother. In response, she may then inadvertently speak even more rapidly and at a higher register because she is nervous.


Parents should realize, however, that a baby who is sensitive to sounds can be just as attentive, loving, and relaxed as any other baby. You might try slowing down your vocalizations and lowering both the intensity and pitch of your voice. As you rock back and forth with your baby held against your chest, quietly intone a few syllables over and over again. Let your baby feel the humming vibrations in your chest while you murmur to him. Your modulated voice, gentle touches and facial expressions, and rocking should all help to soothe your infant. Over time, he may develop interest in the range of pitches, cadences, and volumes that previously overloaded him.


If, on the other hand, your baby seems underreactive to sounds, you’ll have to try to be more dramatic as you speak to him. You’ll know that he has to be wooed a little if he doesn’t wriggle his limbs in excitement or look toward the source of a sound. Be animated, not dignified. Speak as though your every sentence were punctuated by exclamation marks! Vary the pitch and rhythms of the sounds you use, even while you sway with him in your arms or playfully massage him. Greet him with lively facial gestures to cement your connection. Then gradually increase the energy level of your voice.


Why is it so important to help your baby process the sounds he hears? The answer is a simple one: enjoying sounds helps him to relate to you and others, and to learn to communicate and think. Also, your continued willingness to reach out to him and look for ways to entice his sense of hearing will firm up his sense that he is important to you. This is doubly important, since parents whose babies have challenges in the way they hear may understandably feel rejected and discouraged by a situation in which their child seems to avoid their voices, and unconsciously buffer themselves from these feelings by pulling away emotionally.


Your baby doesn’t know the meaning of the words he hears right now, but by the time he is 12 to 18 months old he will gradually, and often very visibly, be able to figure out the emotional tone of your words. Fpr instance, when he hears you say in a happy tone, “Oh, look at my big explorer!” as he opens up a box, he will beam with pride and know that you’re proud of his behavior. Hearing Mom’s or Dad’s voice and understanding whether they are approving or disapproving helps toddlers feel connected to their parents from afar, and in that way more free to explore their surroundings and become independent.





HELPING YOUR INFANT ENJOY THE VISUAL WORLD



Gradually, over the first few months, babies become better and better at seeing shapes, patterns, and, most importantly, you. After a slow start, when babies tend to be farsighted, their eyesight improves very rapidly. Usually within a few weeks after birth, babies can follow objects moving on horizontal and vertical planes with their eyes. They prefer black and white, hard-edged figures to colored ones. By about two months of age, infants will stop crying when they see their mother, and may smile in response to a smiling human face—and may even respond to a drawing of a face.


Infants seem to find the human face naturally fascinating. Young babies will gaze longer at a picture of a face in which the eyes, nose, and mouth are positioned appropriately than they will at drawings where facial fetures are placed randomly. By three to four months, your baby’s vision is approaching 20/20, and he will try to reach out toward nearby objects. He now has the world in his view and at his fingertips.


Checking out how your infant uses his vision is as easy as sticking out your tongue. Try making a silly face; lift your eyebrows and drop your jaw. See if your baby prefers one expression over another. Vary the visual games you play with your baby. Have him track a bright object as you move it from side to side.


Your baby finds your face more fascinating than any toy. Let him gaze deeply into your eyes as you hold him or nurse him. The sight of your face calms and organizes him, and enables him to absorb and not be overwhelmed by the new sights that greet him every day. However, don’t feel as if you must constantly entertain your baby or lock eyes with him. Both of you need brief breaks from each other, so give your baby a variety of things to look at, especially when you’re not around. A few simple toys painted in bright, contrasting colors or in bold black-and-white designs will encourage your baby’s interest.


Some infants may be hypersensitive to bright or normal light conditions, or become upset by certain facial expressions. If your baby seems tense when his room is flooded with sunlight or when an overhead light shines on his face, try dimming the lighting and see if he appears more calm. Moderate your vivacity if he seems a little overwhelmed by your enthusiastic facial expressions.


If, on the other hand, your baby seems disinterested in watching your face or in tracking moving objects, try to make his environment more visually exciting. Put a bright hat on your head or a red ball in your mouth. Become more visually interesting by shining a light on your face. If your baby seems to relish physical handling, bring your face down close to his as you massage his arms and legs. Over time he will associate the pleasure he takes in that activity with the expressiveness of your face.


As your baby’s visual abilities grow during this first year, watch him begin to follow your hands as well as your face, and then look to the floor as you drop his favorite rattle. When he’s nearing eight months of age, try hiding something he wants in your hand and see if he will look, react, or even touch your closed fist. In his second year, enjoy treasure-hunt games where the two of you search for hidden toys and navigate through obstacle courses. Before long, during the preschool years you will be building block-towns together and marveling at your junior architect’s creativity.





ENCOURAGING MOVEMENT AND
 MUSCLE CONTROL



In these early months, your baby is slowly beginning to gain some control over his movements. He is far more advanced in what he hears, sees, and feels than in his motor responses to those sounds, sights, and touches. He is clearly adept at crying and sucking, and can certainly influence you and his world with those two behaviors! However, he’s only just beginning to learn to cuddle and turn his head and move his arms and legs. Over time, as his muscles develop, he will be turning his head toward your lively or soothing voice, and rhythmically moving his arms as you talk to him. You can help him learn to come to an upright position and to hold his head up by having him recline against your propped-up knees as you hold his hands and gently pull him toward you.





READING YOUR BABY’S CRIES



By the time your infant is two months old, he may stop crying when he hears your footsteps heading his way. If so, he is already learning that his cries bring a quick response from you. As this stage of his development progresses, you will notice a change in the timbre of your baby’s cries. His lungs are maturing, the muscles of his lips and mouth are growing, and his tongue will change shape the more he uses his voice. You’ll soon be able to pick up differences in the levels of happiness and distress he expresses. Cries of real hunger and pain will have more intensity than the cranky wailing of sleepiness. Most parents also learn to recognize when their infant is in need of immediate comfort or when he just needs to ventilate some frustration.


At the same time, your baby is becoming more sensitive to your reactions to his cries. A soothing, soft tone will comfort him, while an anxious or angry voice will cause him to startle and tense his muscles. (Interestingly, he may not react at all to loud, nonhuman noises like thunderclaps or sirens.)


Always bear in mind that your baby’s cries are his only way of letting you know that something is causing him distress, and are not a criticism of the way you take care of him. As you respond to his wailing and his tears, he learns that when he gets unpleasant feelings he can literally call on you to bring him back to a state of calmness. You are gradually becoming your baby’s safe harbor from the sensations that overexcite or alarm him. By soothing him and then encouraging him to refocus his attention on the outside human world, you are teaching your infant how to make his inside world feel better, too.





CHECKING OUT YOUR BABY’S ABILITY TO 
 TASTE AND SMELL



Though the closely related senses of taste and smell have historically received less attention than hearing, sight, and touch, they too are develop-mentally important. The sense of smell develops almost entirely after birth, yet early on most babies tolerate, and some even show a sparkly-eyed pleasure, when exposed to fruity odors like a lemony after-shave lotion.


Babies quickly come to recognize their own mother’s scent. By the time an infant is ten days old, he can distinguish the smell of his mother’s milk. Once the association is made between the mother’s smell and the taste of her milk, the baby has two new added sources of sensory comfort available to him. Generally speaking, though, it is difficult for parents to observe any subtle sensitivities or underreactivity to taste and smell in infants who are less than three months old because usually only milk or formula crosses their lips.


If you are breastfeeding, you may notice how the foods you eat influence the vigor and length of time of your baby’s sucking. Babies in all probability have more variations in their capacities to smell and taste than we have yet discovered. Certainly as babies become toddlers and preschoolers, they show strong preferences based on taste and smell, especially in food choices. This will be an important factor to recognize and work with if your baby turns out to be a finicky eater.





RAISING THE BAR


When your three-month-old can remain in a state of calm for minutes at a time and show brief but very real interest in a variety of sensations, you can create interactive opportunities that will promote his ability to focus and attend. Your goal will be to interact with your baby during at least half of his waking hours. These interactions won’t tire your baby out, particularly if you vary the pace from low-key and soothing to exciting. They will include all those times when you are changing his diapers, feeding him, and playing with him, and even when you are cooking or cleaning in his presence, too.


When you offer your baby various sights and sounds and patterns of touch and movement that intrigue him, this will often lead to at least a split second more of shared looking and shared listening. Perhaps you’ll discover that your baby enjoys high-pitched sounds by noticing the look of glee on his face when you warble, “Ooo, ooo, ooo.” Try to build on what he enjoys, and offer him a lower-pitched humming sound, “Mmm, mmm, mmm” followed by a deep, full-throated “Boom, boom, boom.” You can similarly expand from simple percussive beats such as “Ba dum” to more complex rhythms like “Ba dum dum dah!” Or you might present your baby with a simple facial expression, perhaps quizzically raising your eyebrow, and then adding a wrinkled-up nose and pursed lips to the mix.


The point of all this activity is to help your baby engage his senses, motor skills, and emotions in a single activity. If he is looking, listening, experiencing touch, and moving his muscles in an emotionally relevant way, he will truly be learning. For instance, the next time you rock your baby in your arms, make a point to gently move your head back and forth in rhythm with the beat of the nursery rhyme you’re singing. See if his eyes follow yours as your head sways from right to left and back again; notice if his face brightens in pleasure as you stretch out a silly-sounding syllable for emphasis. Try cupping his feet in your hand as you rock, and watch how he reacts when you give them a playful squeeze. This sort of activity gives your baby practice in connecting sights, sounds, touches, and movements in a more organized way, even as he is being drawn into an increasingly special relationship with you.





OVERCOMING CHALLENGES:
 A BLESSING IN DISGUISE


After noting how your baby typically reacts to a range of sensations, you’ll begin to get a feel for his sensory and motor characteristics. You may see certain patterns emerging that seem to point to some difficulties in the way he processes various sights, sounds, touches, tastes, and smells. Perhaps you’ve noted that he struggles a little to move his limbs fluidly or to hold his head up sturdily.


The exciting news is that you can adjust your behavior as you interact with your child and actually influence the way his nervous system is biologically designed to function. Although you certainly didn’t cause any processing and sequencing differences or sensory sensitivities in your baby, your ongoing interactions with him can be an important part of his developing mastery. By becoming more aware of the pros and cons of your own intuitive interactive style, you’ll become better able to help your baby overcome challenges to emotional engagement.







Dos and Don’ts as You Help Your Baby
     Maintain a Calm Interest in the World
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	 [image: inline] 
	 Don’t just stimulate your baby with exciting mobiles, rattles, music boxes, and other toys.
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	 Dont leave him to placidly gaze at the world on his own for very long stretches of time.




	 [image: inline] 
	 Do discover how your child’s senses work. What sights, sounds, touches, and movements bring him pleasure and delight? Which senses keep him calm and foster his interest and attention? Does he prefer soft or loud sounds? Slow or fast rhythms? Bright lights and complex designs or soft lights and simple patterns? Explore each sense and create experiences tailored to his unique nervous system.
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	 Do help him use his muscles to turn his head, stick out his tongue, cuddle, and gradually move his arms and legs in rhythm with your voice.

















Sometimes a family’s ability to adapt to a baby’s individual needs may be undermined by financial and marital problems, or jealous or needy older children. Your efforts may sometimes be exhausting. But every minute you spend helping your child maintain a sense of calm interest in the world is crucially important, because all of his emerging skills will rest on this ability.


Let’s take a look at a few families who grappled with the challenge of helping their babies relax and engage with life. We’ll be following these five children as they move through the six developmental stages. You’ll notice that some of the parents are already beginning to observe their children’s characteristic way of interacting with the world very early on, but aren’t always sure about what to do when these patterns present challenges. Before too long, all of the parents will be discovering ways to help their babies master some of these expectable challenges.





BABIES WHO ARE SENSITIVE TO
 TOUCH AND SOUND



Steve and Ellen were both in their thirties when Ellen gave birth to their third child, Kara. With the confidence born of raising four-year-old Joey and six-year-old Rachel, both Steve and Ellen eagerly looked forward to adding another child to their family. They were realists, though, and expected the first few months to be a little rocky.


Kara was a wiry infant; both Steve and Ellen noticed right away that her body felt less cuddly than Joey’s and Rachel’s had at the same age. Their older children had both seemed to mold their torsos effortlessly to their parents’ chests when they were held upright. Kara, on the other hand, was all knees and elbows, usually flailing her arms and legs when she was picked up and hugged.


When Kara nursed, she seemed ravenous, taking big, shuddering gulps. Ellen was pleased with her success at breastfeeding, but was hoping that the baby would learn to sleep at longer intervals. Kara would fall into a deep sleep as soon as her hunger was satisfied, but would awaken with a start, and start howling when she was placed back in her bassinet. This began to frustrate her parents, who had counted on her down periods to free up some time to focus on their older children.


Steve was less tentative than his wife as he held Kara, and he routinely swaddled her in a receiving blanket after he changed her diaper. Before long, both parents realized that the baby calmed down more readily when Steve handled her, as if she needed the firmer control over her muscles that he provided. Kara also seemed to be quieted by the deep pitch of his voice.


Ellen was unnerved by Steve’s relative competency with Kara. With six years of mothering behind her, she was frustrated to think that she was having difficulty parenting her new baby. Although she was a little jealous of Steve’s success, Ellen eventually tried copying Steve’s firmer touch and also consciously lowered the pitch of her somewhat shrill voice.


Before many weeks had passed, Ellen began to be reassured. Kara was clearly relaxing in response to being swaddled and spoken to in low tones. She still had difficulty sleeping more than a couple of hours at a time, though, and would awake from her short naps with colicky cries. The family’s pediatrician said that the baby was probably swallowing air because she nursed so aggressively. Although they still had to contend with their chronic fatigue, Steve and Ellen were relieved to know that nothing was seriously wrong with their baby.


Three months after Kara’s birth, both Steve and Ellen knew that although they could help her with her sensitivity to touch and higher-pitched noise, it would be awhile yet before they were successful in calming her down enough to nurse more slowly, and sleep more deeply. They were drained by the unexpected challenges Kara presented, but were cautiously optimistic that they’d get a breather in the next few months. After all, both Joey and Rachel “had really seemed to get their acts together” by the time they were three or four months old. Steve and Ellen felt that they were adapting to Kara’s needs and building a foundation for more flexibility.





BABIES WHO ARE UNDERWHELMED BY
 THE WORLD AROUND THEM



Brian weighed in at nearly nine pounds when he was born. His parents, Stuart and Tammy, were thrilled at his robust size and easy disposition. Everyone who saw Brian remarked on how round he was! Since Stuart and Tammy had listened to their friends’ war stories about babies who never seemed to sleep, they felt unusually blessed to have a little boy who slept most of the day away. Tammy was especially grateful for the reprieve, since she had had an emergency cesarian section and was still recovering from the surgery.


Twelve weeks later, Brian’s parents felt that they “had this parent thing pretty well nailed down.” Not only did their baby routinely sleep a solid eight hours each night, he only rarely had fussy periods. In fact, Brian didn’t require too much attention from his parents, and seemed to enjoy his own company. Stuart and Tammy did notice that when they wound up the mobile hanging over Brian’s crib, he would remain mesmerized by the whirling animals for long periods of time.


Brian was sweet and soft and a pleasure to show off to relatives and friends. He didn’t seem particularly interested in the world outside his crib, though, and seldom craned his neck up above the bumper pads to get a good look. Stuart and Tammy simply assumed that he was a contented little soul whose chubby body made using his muscles more trouble than it was worth. As Stuart put it, “Frankly, we’re grateful to have a baby who’s so undemanding!” However, after a while, both of Brian’s parents began to wonder whether he would ever respond to their adoring gazes with any signs of interest of engagement.


At a time like this, it’s very helpful for parents to begin exploring different sounds and sights and intensities of emotion (energetic or soothing, for example) to woo their babies into an interest in the world. In the following chapters we’ll see how Tammy and Stuart discovered their own talent at doing this.





BABIES WHO CRAVE STIMULATION



Emma was born with a crop of red curls and a temper to match. Her parents, Mike and Laura, had married late in life and were in their early forties. They were ecstatic when Laura experienced no difficulties in becoming pregnant and carrying the baby to term. However, dealing with their redheaded infant was a lot more than they had bargained for.


Emma came into the world “like a live wire,” according to her father. Even as a newborn she seemed to crave sensation. Her arms and legs would wave around whenever she was awake, as if she were eager to get a move on. Emma cried a lot, and her parents sensed their baby’s frustration but were at a loss to explain her distress. It was clear, however, that eating wasn’t the source of Emma’s agitation. She handled her bottle feedings efficiently and only rarely had stomach upsets. Her sleeping patterns seemed normal. By three months, the baby slept in four-hour blocks of time during the night, and Laura and Mike took turns spelling each other with the 4 a.m. feeding.


Why did their baby seem so irritable, then? Mike noticed that Emma did seem to brighten up a little when he played a “bicycle” game with her. As the baby lay on her back, Mike would cup each of her feet in his palms and push them in a peddling motion. He was surprised at the strength of her pushes and made a comment about it to the baby’s pediatrician. The doctor told him that some particularly active babies seemed driven to using their extensor muscles, and enjoyed the sensation of pushing.


Now that they knew that a certain type of exercise and body massage brought pleasure to Emma, both Laura and Mike tried to incorporate more of it into the rhythms of their baby’s daily life. Diaper changes provided them with frequent opportunities for playful exercising, and Emma showed obvious excitement as she arched her back and extended her legs. She would cry in a fury, though, when the playtime ended. Emma’s parents began to wonder whether they were spoiling her, since giving her the exercise she appeared to require only quieted her down for short periods of time. Would their baby ever be able to relax enough to give them the quiet moments of loving feedback that they were yearning for?


As we’ve discussed, some babies seem to love extra sensations, and parents like Laura and Mike can gradually learn how to proactively supply their baby with opportunities for thoroughly enjoying her senses and emerging motor and social skills. In the coming chapters, we’ll see how Laura and Mike continue to discover what techniques work best for Emma.





BABIES WHO TAKE IN SIGHTS, 
BUT TUNE OUT SOUNDS



Although he was a buttoned-down communications lawyer by profession, Dan was a frustrated rock musician at heart. When his wife Lisa was pregnant with Will, their first baby, Dan would adjust his audio system and flood their apartment with Eddie Van Halen’s riffs. He was looking forward to sharing his love of hard-driving music with his son. (Prenatal tests had already revealed the baby’s sex.) Dan had immediately mapped out an imaginary future involving lots of father-son bonding, with a focus on Orioles games and trips to the guitar store. Lisa, who had recently taken a leave of absence from her job as a travel agent, was far more concerned about simply surviving the chaotic next few months as she and her baby learned to adjust to and love each other.


When Will was born on December 31, Dan bragged that “he was not only the best-looking kid in the nursery, but the most thoughtful. Now we can claim him as a dependent and save a bundle on last year’s taxes!” This baby was an eagerly awaited addition to Dan and Lisa’s life, and they were looking forward to their new role as parents.


From the very start, Lisa felt as if Will was using his eyes to try and absorb as much as he could of the world around him. She knew that a new-born’s vision was blurry, and that he couldn’t possibly comprehend much of anything he was seeing. Still, by the time Will was a little over two months old, Lisa could see that he was unusually attracted to bright colors. He would even try to orient himself toward the light shed by a nearby floor lamp. As the weeks went on, Will grew increasingly caught up in studying her face, which brought her a profound sense of joy. Lisa’s own facial expressions grew more animated as she interacted with her baby; when she’d arch her eyebrows in mock surprise, Will would furrow his brow and try to copy her expression.


Dan was having a tougher time settling into his new role. In fact, he had the distinct impression that he wasn’t even a blip on Will’s horizon line. Dan would hold Will in his arms and sing a whole medley of Motown love songs, but Will would look right through him. Desperate to get his attention, Dan would try holding him at arm’s length, tilting him from side to side as he recited nursery rhymes. Dancing with the baby only seemed to agitate him further.


Dan was getting worried about his ability to connect with his son. “I don’t know; it’s as if Will only has eyes for Lisa and couldn’t care less about me. I really try to give it my best shot when I’m with Will, but he just tunes me out.” Lisa was upset, too, since she knew her husband was feeling hurt. Both parents had their fingers crossed that this was just one of those inexplicable, quirky things that babies go through from time to time.


It’s important to remember that babies like Will usually aren’t personalizing their preferences; it’s simply a matter of being attracted to certain types of sounds that bring them more pleasure and comfort. As parents explore different varieties of sounds, they come to realize that they are able to provide their baby with sound patterns that will entice him to enjoy their tones. In the chapters that follow, we will see how Dan and Lisa accomplish this.





BABIES WHO TAKE IN SOUNDS, 
BUT HAVE A HARD TIME FIGURING OUT SIGHTS



Lynn and Jonathan were scarcely more than newlyweds when they found out they were going to have a baby. Neither had planned on starting their family so quickly, so it took a little while to get used to the idea. Lynn suffered from terrible bouts of morning sickness, and even had to be hospitalized at one point during her pregnancy. It seemed ironic, then, when their baby’s birth was unexpectedly easy. After just three hours of labor and a few big pushes, all eight pounds, two ounces of Max made his way into the world.


From the start, he was a big, beautiful, and very noisy baby. Even as the nurses marveled over his black curls and chubby cheeks, they said things like “Just listen to that baby roar!” The crying didn’t let up when he got home, either. Lynn and Jonathan were upset by his obvious distress, especially when his hands and knees would tremble as he wailed. When the pediatrician diagnosed a classic case of colic, and advised them to expect weeks more of the same, they were actually relieved to know that they hadn’t done anything “wrong” or caused the problem.


Still, the crying made everyone anxious and exhausted. Lynn did notice, however, that Max seemed to be comforted when she hummed into his ear and held him against her chest. His little hands would slowly unclench and his breathing would become more regular as she rocked back and forth, crooning. The two of them would rock together sometimes for a half hour at a time, and the baby would drift back into sleep until gas bubbles triggered off another round of howling tears.


Jonathan didn’t seem to have the same magic touch with Max, however. When he attempted to distract his colicky son by waggling his fingers in front of the baby’s face, or by having a brightly colored puppet dance just inches from his nose, Max would just screw up his eyes and cry all the louder. Lynn would then rush over and try her own hand at comforting the baby. She was a little hurt, though, when Max would sometimes turn his head away from her hovering face. On one of those occasions when even her crooning voice didn’t seem to bring him any solace, Lynn turned on the “white noise” machine that she had bought as a study aid when she was in college. Max’s cries abruptly stopped when he heard the sound of waves crashing against a shore and the call of sea birds. His brow was still furrowed in pain, but it was obvious he was listening to these new sounds, and that they were intriguing him.


During these quieter times, Lynn and Jonathan began to realize just how much Max was soothed by certain sounds, and that he would sometimes turn his head to hear where their voices were coming from. He didn’t seem to take any comfort in looking at his parents’ faces, however, and often gazed at objects rather than at their facial expressions or gestures. In this situation, Max’s parents were confronted by two challenges. First, they wanted to help their baby regain calm after he was beset by colic pains, and as you’ll see in subsequent chapters, he was able to get past the worst of his discomfort before too long. However, a second related challenge also was becoming clear: Max wasn’t beginning to use the sight of his parents’ faces either as a way to calm himself or as a source of pleasure.


Sometimes it’s helpful to give a baby like Max extra practice in focusing on his parents’ faces by offering him a combination of interesting facial expressions and soothing and intriguing rhythms of sounds during those periods of the day when he is both calm and alert. Rather than becoming discouraged when your baby disengages from you with just a brief glance, try to let him to refocus on something and then join in with whatever he’s looking at. For instance, if he seems to be looking over your shoulder at a colorful block, you might try putting the block in front of your face and accompanying your action with a combination of rhythmic sounds and animated facial expressions. Simply try to extend your interaction for just a few seconds more.


If your baby doesn’t look at or focus on you or any objects, consult with your pediatrician about scheduling a visual examination. Once any physical problems have been ruled out, your baby may still continue to have a difficult time finding pleasure in looking at your face, either because he is over- or undersensitive to sights or because he has difficulty in making sense of what he sees. You might try approaching him slowly with animated facial expressions and sounds, and notice whether he seems better able to focus on you when you’re at a particular distance from him. It is helpful to be patient, relaxed, playful, and persistent. Many babies who are slow to develop a comforting sense of pleasure from their parents’ faces eventually become enamored at the very sight of Mom or Dad coming into view. A consultation with a developmental specialist can often help if by four to five months of age you are not seeing signs of delight in your baby’s eyes.




[image: i_Image]




In the coming chapters, we’ll be examining how early parental interactions can foster emotional, social, and intellectual growth for babies like Kara, Brian, Emma, Will, and Max. It’s important to remember that all infants—those with expectable sensory differences as well as those facing more significant challenges—can be brought into deepening relationships with their parents.





COMMON FAMILY CHALLENGES IN 
 THE FIRST MONTHS


The most important step in helping your baby maintain calm and focused attention is to calm yourself down first. Forget any notions you may have had about perfect babies who come into the world cooing and ready to sleep and eat in nice, tidy intervals. Many new parents have little or no experience with infants and are shaken when the early months of parenthood force them to abandon their formerly scheduled lives. When your baby’s cries awaken you and you’re still bone-tired, when no amount of creative burping brings him relief, when your mother-in-law offers unsolicited advice and even your spouse says, “I told you so,” try to remember, “This, too, shall pass.”


You may be lucky and feel an enormous sense of love for your baby the first time you lay eyes on him. For many parents, though, love and connectedness take weeks and even months to build. Love emerges out of the thousands of face-to-face interactions and cuddles that you’ll be sharing with your baby. For now, settle for tender regard and protectiveness, and revel in your baby’s astonishing newness. Listen to the words of some new parents:




I can’t tell you how disappointed I was when the nurse first put the baby in my arms. To tell you the truth, my first thought was that she looked like raw hamburger meat. This was definitely not the Gerber baby I’d been expecting! . . . When they brought her back to me once I was up in my room, though, the first thing I did was unwrap her blanket and count her fingers and toes, just like you see in the movies. I remember tracing my finger along her cheeks, real slowly, and stroking the skin behind her earlobes. This incredible bolt of tenderness went right through me. In all my life I had never, ever, felt anything so soft and new as the feel of her skin. What I felt wasn’t really love—I was still so wiped out from fourteen hours of labor that at that point I was more interested in someone loving and babying me. But I know that I felt like this funny-looking little baby was mine, mine, mine.
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I’ll be honest with you. My wife said she loved the baby the moment they put him on her belly in the delivery room, but it’s different for me. I mean, I really enjoy holding him, and I get a kick out of the way he looks when my wife brushes his hair so that it stands straight up on his head and sticks out like a fuzz ball. . .. Sometimes I’m amazed at how natural it seems to have a little baby in the house these past couple of months, but I can’t say I feel love for him, the way I love my wife. Some things really get to me though, like when the baby pokes his head up and it sort of bobbles around, when I come near his crib in the morning.


It was the smell of her skin and her breath that really got to me. Is that weird? My husband says that I’m a Mother Earth type and I guess it’s true. All I know is that her newness really sent me over the moon. It sounds ridiculous to fall in love with your baby because her breath is so sweet, or because her skin smells like warm butter, but I did.
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Here’s the thing. I really do love him now, so I can say this without feeling too guilty. He was the sort of newborn that’s every parent’s nightmare. I mean, he couldn’t sleep. He wouldn’t sleep. We’d rock him and walk with him and drive him around in the car, but none of it worked. He had trouble breastfeeding, so we switched him to formula. My wife felt like a failure and I had to deal with her, too. On top of everything, he’s supersensitive to noise and the wall of his bedroom is next to the garbage chute just outside our apartment door. Every time someone dumped cans or boxes down the chute he’d go nuts. I mean ballistic, with his face beet-red and his fists all balled up, legs kicking—the works. The good news is this past month the baby has really started to calm down. We get a solid five to six hours sleep each night after his last feeding at midnight, so we both feel more human. Plus, he really seems to know who we are now. When I give him his bottle he sort of arches his neck to get a better look at me and sometimes even stops drinking just to flash me a smile. What can I say? He’s got us both wrapped around his little finger.




[image: i_Image2]







These parents have learned that sometimes focusing on as few as one or two of your baby’s pleasing characteristics can help you build up a tolerance for other disappointing or frustrating behaviors. The tenderness and fun of sharing intimate glances, touches, and even sniffs with your baby can make the sloppiness and stresses of this initial “getting-to-know-you” period seem less overwhelming. You’ve paid your dues these first few sleep-deprived months, and now your baby’s newfound ability to settle himself down and focus will soon be paying off in a big way. He’s ready to fall in love.







MAINTAINING CALM, GETTING FOCUSED




Help your baby calm down, look and listen, and begin to move!
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FUN AND GAMES


[image: i_Image2]  The “Look and Listen” Game


Enjoy face-to-face games with your baby in which you smile and talk to him about his beautiful lips, sparkly eyes, and button nose. As you slowly move your animated face to the right or left, try to capture your baby’s attention for a few seconds. This game can be played while you hold the baby in your arms, or you can hover near him when he’s reclining in an infant seat or lying in your spouse’s arms.


[image: i_Image2]  The “Soothe Me” Game


Settle into a comfortable rocking chair and enjoy slow, rhythmic rocking with your baby when he’s fussy or tired, or during other times when you simply want to cuddle. As you soothingly touch your baby’s arms, legs, tummy, back, feet, and hands and relax into the lulling back~and-forth rocking rhythm, try to gently move his little fingers and toes in a “This Little Piggy” type of game* You can move his arms and legs, and fingers and toes as you change his diaper, too.
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