












HOW YOU CAN HELP YOUR CHILD LEARN BEST



You, as a parent, can raise your child’s lifelong level of intelligence and increase his or her joy in learning by how you care for your child the first six years after birth. This up-to-date, easy-to-follow guide provides the understanding, information, and simple activities that will help you nourish your youngster’s mind well so he or she will grow up brighter and happier.
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Preface




This is a child-care book about your youngster’s mind, not his body. It will tell you not how to feed, burp, diaper, and put your baby back to sleep but what you can do to stimulate her mind to learn and grow. It concerns the nourishment you should be giving his brain, not his stomach. It is devoted to thinking, not thumb sucking. It holds that parents should spend more time—and can have far more fun—sharing a youngster’s delight in learning than fretting about toilet training.

We now know that parents can raise a child’s useful level of intelligence substantially by the ways in which they care for him during the first six years of his life, long before he begins his formal education. Even the most skilled and loving parents, in the best of homes, have probably been stunting their children’s mental development to a degree because they have not known what fast-growing brains need so urgently.

The purpose of this book is to report to parents about new research on the growth of children’s intelligence during the first six years of life and to translate this research from scientific journals, professionals’ symposiums, and experimental laboratories into a form that will be useful to those who live and work with small children daily. It aims to do for your child’s mind what other books do for her physical and emotional growth.

When this book was first published in the 1960s, scientists had just begun to unlock the secrets of the developing brain, and a few pioneering educators had designed early-learning programs to capitalize on those discoveries. This book was the first ever written to report to parents about that research and how they could use it to help their children’s brains grow better, to their lasting joy and benefit. Since then, hundreds of thousands of parents have tried these ideas, and many have written to say how much their youngsters have profited from this new understanding about the enormous and innate need to learn and how it could best be filled. Many of the letters echoed the key finding in early-learning research: Satisfying a child’s mental hunger not only results in her becoming brighter but makes her happier and helps family life go more smoothly.

Now, an explosion of new discoveries has confirmed those basic ideas and given them new urgency. Even neuroscientists have been astounded to learn how rapidly a baby’s brain grows, how literally trillions of neural connections form in the first few months of life, and how those connections disappear forever by about age 10 if they are not used. The brain, in effect, becomes hard-wired at an early age, and the learning opportunities a child has during those first few years can make a permanent difference in her lifelong level of intelligence.

In the 1960s, the ideas presented here were somewhat controversial. Now, they have attracted the attention of organizations like the Carnegie Corporation; have been the subject of a White House conference; and have sparked a new industry in books, videotapes, and computer software designed to help babies learn. Educators have conducted hundreds of studies with children at all socioeconomic levels and consistently found that early learning opportunities can raise their IQs and give them a better chance to succeed in school.

The new research and the years of experience that go into this latest edition reconfirm the book’s first premise: Parents—instead of being too emotionally involved to teach their own offspring—are the first and most influential teachers a child ever has. The most obvious evidence is, of course, the way in which mothers and fathers help a youngster master the complexities of his native language long before the age of six.

You won’t be able to follow all of the suggestions in this book with one individual boy or girl. Children differ too much, one from another. So do homes, parents, and circumstances. No child is ever developed, like a recipe, by adding precisely so much of each ingredient. Every youngster comes with different inborn characteristics and temperament and potentialities that a parent must take into consideration in rearing her. Parents also vary in how much time they can spend on child care and what responsibilities they must take on outside the home.

But this book will give you broad guidelines to follow. It will help you see your child in a new light, give you a fresh perspective on what her growing mind needs, and suggest hundreds of specific ways in which you can help to provide for these needs. Once you begin to think of her as an eager, growing, exploring, budding intelligence as well as a small human being with urgent physical and emotional needs, your whole relationship with her will be different—richer, happier, and more satisfying.

In writing this book, I am functioning in my primary role as a journalist—not as an educator or child-care professional. The new research about early learning and the promise it holds for so many young lives is one of the most exciting ideas of the last several decades and one about which I have been fortunate to do considerable reporting. I am deeply grateful to the physicians, educators, psychologists, and behavioral scientists who have shared their knowledge and explained their work to me so that I could report it to readers in a form most useful to them in their lives with small children. The names of parents and children and identifying details used in illustrative examples have been changed, although all of the incidents are factual.

I appreciate the encouragement I received from my editors at the Chicago Tribune and permission to include in this book some material from my articles and columns about children published by that newspaper and by the Chicago Tribune–New York News Syndicate, Inc. The information in this book comes from many sources, including research reports, professional journals, government studies, interviews, scientific meetings, physicians, child-care professionals, educators, psychologists, and parents; I am grateful to all of them for sharing their expertise and experience. Leon Shimkin, who was chairman of the board of Simon & Schuster when this book was first published, played a major role in making this book a best-selling success, and I will always be appreciative of his interest and enthusiasm. I also wish to thank James Ertel for his advice and help and Debra Bass for helping to assemble the latest research. Norma Howard, of the ERIC Clearinghouse on Early Childhood Education, contributed much by making computer searches for relevant research. The March of Dimes Birth Defects Foundation has provided information and help; I have learned much from their experts and, in particular, from Dr. Virginia Apgar when she was the foundation’s medical director. Physicians and staff at the American Academy of Pediatrics have been helpful in providing research and insight, as always. Todd Hallenbeck deserves thanks for his generous and cheerful help in setting up my computer. And so does my father, Roscoe Wagner, for myriad reasons.

My two children, Christopher and Melinda, indelibly shaped my feelings about the satisfactions of being a mother and first taught me unmistakably about the eager insistence with which babies and young children seek to learn. I am grateful to them for what they taught me and for the joys they have given me all of their lives and to my husband, Ernest Beck, for taking such a loving and liberated share in parenting.
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Your Child’s First and Best Teacher: You




How much is your child capable of learning before he’s six years old and ready for first grade? What happens to his brain during these preschool years when his body is growing and changing so rapidly?

Is your youngster’s intelligence level fixed for life by the genes she inherits? Or can it be raised by the way you care for her at home, long before she ever meets a teacher in a classroom?

As a parent, what can you do to give your child ample opportunity to grow in intelligence during these irreplaceable early years of life?

An explosion of new research into how the brain grows is yielding exciting answers to these questions. The discoveries add up to a larger, happier, and extremely important role for parents in fostering the mental development of their children before school age and to the promise of lifelong higher intelligence for these youngsters.

Most child-care books concentrate on helping parents learn how to raise children who are physically healthy and emotionally well adjusted. They have detailed directions about how to become a competent diaper changer, tantrum stopper, rash identifier, bathroom attendant, and referee between rival siblings. But parents receive almost no help or information or credit for their role as teacher and nurturer of their offspring’s developing intelligence. Much more has been written about what should go into a baby’s stomach than what should go into her growing mind. More emphasis has been put on teaching a child to use the bathroom than to use her brain.

Today, the evidence is overwhelming that the quantity and quality of learning experiences your baby has—even before he is out of diapers—can greatly influence how well his brain works all the rest of his life. Scientists have made astounding discoveries about how rapidly a baby’s brain grows in the first few years of life—forming trillions of connections every second that will later serve as the pathways of thought. Learning experiences and loving, one-on-one attention strengthen those connections, actually shaping the neurological structure of the brain. But scientists also know conclusively that without ample, appropriate stimulation, those neural connections will wither and die. In fact, the optimum time for many kinds of learning may already be past by the time a child reaches age six and enters first grade.

These findings provide important information for families trying to balance work and child care. More than half of mothers with young children now work outside the home and fear missing out on some of the best learning opportunities. Fathers increasingly want to play a bigger role in their children’s development but face time pressures of their own. Yet helping enhance a child’s mind often takes no more time than caring for her physical needs, as later chapters of this book show.

The new neurological discoveries have profound implications for national policy as well. Growing numbers of children are at serious risk of not getting proper stimulation that will help their brains grow. Today, nearly 3 million infants and toddlers under age three live in poverty. More than 25 percent are born to unwed mothers, many of whom are still adolescents themselves. Yet study after study has shown that the benefits of early learning can go a long way toward making up for those early setbacks and help children of all socioeconomic levels grow up more intelligent and capable than they otherwise would have been.

Not surprisingly, these discoveries have infused new passion into the old political debates over day-care and family-leave policies. They have also attracted the attention of educators, philanthropists, and politicians who see a rare opportunity, and an urgent need, to help ensure that children grow to their full intellectual potential. Governors in several states have championed expanded preschool programs. First Lady Hillary Rodham Clinton sponsored a White House conference calling for greater investment in young children aged zero to three. Even the prestigious Carnegie Corporation of New York has focused its resources to call fresh attention to the critical years between birth and age three, calling for a “national investment” in the nation’s youngest children to give all babies and toddlers the opportunity for optimal neurological development.

“The risks are clearer than ever before: an adverse environment can compromise a young child’s brain function and overall development, placing him or her at greater risk of developing a variety of cognitive, behavioral, and physical difficulties,” a Carnegie task force concluded. “In some cases these effects may be irreversible. But the opportunities are equally dramatic: a good start in life can do more to promote learning and prevent damage than we ever imagined.”1

What is perhaps most exciting in these discoveries is the critical role that you, as a parent, can play as your child’s first and most important teacher. You have the unique opportunity to boost your youngster’s intelligence when it is most subject to change, to teach her individually, at her own pace and by what means she is most likely to learn, to shape your relationship with her in ways that can actually help her become brighter. It’s time you got more help in this vital role. That is the purpose of this book.

Parents who have tried using early-learning techniques with preschool children often report delightedly about the results. Some cases in point:


	In a small town in Indiana, Jeanne Jenkins is giving a birthday party for her four-year-old daughter and six friends. Toward the end of the party, Ms. Jenkins leaves the young guests alone in the living room while she dips up the ice cream and lights the candles on the cake. From the kitchen, she hears nothing but a worrisome quiet. Anxiously, she peeks into the living room and sees that one of the guests has pulled a Smokey the Bear book from the shelf and is reading with great delight to the other children, who are fascinated by the story.


After the party, Ms. Jenkins telephones the small guest’s mother. “Oh yes, Meagan learned to read last summer,” replies the four-year-old’s parent. “No, she’d never read a Smokey the Bear book before. But she does read everything she can get her hands on.”


	In a New York City park, 22-month-old Emily is exploring a large bronze statue of Alice in Wonderland. She announces to her baby-sitter a surprisingly complex thought for someone still in diapers: “I’m going to climb up on mushroom and say hello to mouse.”

	In suburban Connecticut, Andrea, age five, scrambles into her father’s desk chair, switches on the family computer, and uses her own password to sign onto the Internet. In the space for key word, she types in dogs and is soon clicking through Web page after Web page, printing out color pictures of the breeds that catch her eye. “This is the one I want!” she triumphantly tells her father.

	In Ann Arbor, Michigan, a third-generation Armenian couple—she a grade-school teacher on extended maternity leave and he a teaching assistant finishing work on his Ph.D.—want their son, Jack, to appreciate and profit from his Armenian heritage. So they have spoken only Armenian to him since his birth. Outside his home, Jack hears—and learns—English effortlessly. Now, at age four, he is happily fluent in both languages and switches from one to the other when it is appropriate.

	In a nursery school outside Los Angeles, Danny, four, walks purposefully over to a supply cupboard and pulls out a box of beads and numbered cards. Sprawling on a little rug on the floor, he arranges a set of the numbers in order from 0 to 9. Beside each he places a little glass dish and into each he drops a corresponding number of beads.



Next, Danny puts another set of numbers in “tens place,” making his figures read 11 to 99. With ready-made chains of 10 beads each, he lays out matching rows of 10 to 90 beads beside the tiny dishes. Then he adds a third set of numbers in “hundreds place” and the right number for 100-bead units. When he finishes, he has correctly created and labeled rows for 111, 222, 333, 444, 555, 666, 777, 888, and 999—and, with obvious satisfaction, taught himself a major lesson in number concepts.


None of these children was born a genius. But because someone who loved each youngster knew about the importance of early learning experiences, each had the opportunity to learn more than most children usually do at the age when their fast-growing minds could absorb knowledge readily. All of them appear to be developing above-average intelligence and a joyous love of learning as a result.

Meagan’s mother taught her to read for fun, using a series of phonetic games and cartoons published by a Chicago newspaper. “We had no idea a four-year-old could learn so fast or enjoy reading so much,” she wrote to the newspaper’s editor.

Emily’s attentive baby-sitter—and her busy parents, both professionals—made a point of conversing with her as much as possible and expressing their delight whenever she learned new words and put them to use in sentences.

Andrea has played games on the family computer since she was three and watched her older sister use the Internet for research. Her parents let her set up her own password and watched—at a safe distance—as she explored the Internet on her own.

Jack’s parents are deliberately using early-learning principles to preserve an ethnic heritage that is important in their own lives and that they want to pass on, with all its cultural richness, to their children.

Danny attends a Montessori school, where he can choose freely from a wealth of early-learning materials.

Interest in early learning and research about it are coming from many different scientific fields and forging exciting new connections among them. Neuroscientists are using new imaging technology to actually watch the brain in action, and they are finding neurological explanations for what pioneering educators had long noticed about how eagerly young children learn. Biologists are conducting experiments probing the effects of early stimulation on young animals and demonstrating how experience shapes the brain. Psychologists are learning more about the biological basis of behavior and studying how a “bad upbringing” may actually change the chemistry of the brain.

Sociologists and teachers are urgently searching for ways to help disadvantaged children, many of whom reach first grade with learning abilities already stunted for lack of adequate stimulation during the first six years of life. Educators are reaching out to some of those children and contributing to the growing volume of evidence that preschool learning experiences can raise their intelligence levels. Many parents are discovering upon thoughtful observation that their own small children are ready and eager for learning previously assigned only to first grade level or beyond.

Computer experts are looking with fresh excitement at the potential that computers offer young children for unprecedented kinds of learning opportunities. “Children take to programming like ducks to water, especially if they are offered a gentle approach to it,” wrote Seymour Papert, the Lego Professor of Learning Research at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and developer of LOGO, a computer programming language.2

Research about early learning emerging from all of these sources, from the fields of neurology, physiology, psychology, biology, and education, and from specialists working from many divergent points of view, can be summed up like this:



	We have greatly underestimated what children under age six can and should be learning.

	It is possible, by changing our methods of child rearing, to raise the level of intelligence of all children and to have happier, more enthusiastic youngsters as a result.

	That chance does not last forever. Without ample, appropriate stimulation, unused neurons in a young child’s brain atrophy and disappear. Vital connections between brain cells never develop. The brain loses much of its capacity and potential—permanently.




“To get to the heart of the matter, it appears that a first-rate educational experience during the first three years of life is required if a person is to develop to his or her full potential,” said Dr. Burton White, who founded and directed the Harvard Preschool Project, a research study focused on how children develop during the first six years.3

Early learning doesn’t mean that you should try to teach your three-year-old to read to make him a status symbol, or because your neighbor’s four-year-old can read or because you want to be sure he gets into Harvard 15 years from now. You aren’t trying to make a six-year-old out of a four-year-old or turn a nursery school into a first grade or deprive your youngster of the chance to be a child.

Early learning does mean that you try to understand your youngster’s innate drive to learn, to explore, to fill her developing brain’s urgent needs for sensory stimuli and satisfying learning experiences, just as you try to understand and fill the needs of her body for nourishing foods. You aren’t stuffing his brain with facts so he’ll make Phi Beta Kappa at Yale any more than you give him vitamins to force his growth so he’ll make the Chicago Bears’ backfield.

Early learning simply means using new knowledge about what your youngster’s brain needs during the crucial first years of life so that his mental development will come nearer to reaching its potential and your child will be brighter and happier for it.

Research is showing that traditionally accepted child-care practices may even be inadvertently curtailing children’s mental development in some ways. Parents may leave an infant alone and crying with boredom in his crib or playpen, in an attempt to train him to be “good” and undemanding. Yet a baby’s needs for sensory stimuli and motor activity—to look at a variety of things, to listen to myriad sounds and voices, to move and be moved about, to touch, to hold—are as great as her hunger for food and for love.

Parents may spank the hands of a toddler who is not trying to be destructive but merely trying to satisfy some of her insatiable desire to explore, to climb, to push, to pull, to take apart, to taste, to experiment.

“Curtailing the explorations of toddlers between nine and eighteen months may hamper the children’s rate of development and even lower the final level of intelligence they can achieve,” wrote Dr. Joseph McVicker Hunt, professor emeritus of psychology at the University of Illinois.4

Researchers have discovered that even well-read, educated, and intelligent parents have probably handicapped their children in the past because of child-rearing practices that ignored the needs of the developing brain. These are the parents who were most aware of prevailing child-care theories, who heeded the warnings about not “overstimulating” a child, and who read the books that said a youngster would develop “readiness” for learning on his own inner timetable regardless of the amount of stimuli in his environment. Many of these parents feared to stimulate their children intellectually for fear of “pushing” or “pressuring” them and because they had heard that fathers and mothers are “too emotionally involved” with their youngsters to do an adequate job of teaching.

Much new research now shows that the idea of “readiness” has been overrated and that a child’s ability to acquire many skills depends on the stimulation and opportunity in his environment as well as his inner schedule of growth. In fact, some kinds of brain development may actually be dependent on a child’s having certain kinds of environmental stimulation, some researchers now say. Most of the experimental programs concerned with early learning have been deliberately designed to remove any kinds of pressures—or even extrinsic rewards—from the learning activities and have been set up so that the young children participate only if they wish and stop whenever they choose and are never praised or criticized for what they do or do not do. Yet even under these circumstances, children of three and four eagerly teach themselves such intellectual activities as reading and writing.

Observers in almost all early-learning research projects comment on the joy and happiness and enthusiasm of the children involved. And the most careful follow-up studies do not detect any ill effects on these youngsters’ personality, emotional well-being, behavior, eyesight, or general health.

When Dr. Dolores Durkin, professor of education at the University of Illinois, made studies of children who learned to read before they entered first grade, she was surprised to find that few of them came from professional or upper-middle-class families. In fact, more than half of the early readers in her California study had parents she classified as being lower socioeconomic class. One fourth more she identified as lower middle class.5

Studies of the home backgrounds of these early readers—and of a control group with similar IQs who could not read before first grade—pointed up an important difference. The better-educated parents in higher socioeconomic groups knew the theories that reading should be taught only by trained teachers and that parents should keep hands off the whole process.

Families less informed about these traditional concepts had happily and enthusiastically welcomed their children’s questions about words, answered them, helped them, and accepted their preschoolers’ ability to read. None of these parents felt guilty about their youngster’s reading skill, as did two or three of the parents with professional backgrounds.

Dr. Durkin’s research showed that the early readers consistently outscored the control group with equal IQ in the elementary grades. (But part of the careful scientific design of the research—which intended to keep each early reader matched with a nonreader of equal IQ as they advanced through several grades—was upset because many of the early readers were double-promoted.)

The widely accepted idea that a preschooler’s only occupation should be “play” and the attitude that play is the direct opposite of learning have also tended to deprive youngsters of desirable mental stimulation. Small children love to learn. They are born with an innate hunger for learning. And they keep on having an insatiable desire to learn—unless you bore, spank, train, or discourage it out of them.

If you think carefully about what most interests your baby or your toddler, you’ll observe that it is seldom “play,” as adults use the word. It’s much more apt to be learning. In fact, sometimes you can’t seem to stop your baby from working hard at learning in order to persuade her to play or eat or rest, no matter how hard you try.

A four-month-old baby, for example, who is just learning to roll from her stomach onto her back works harder at pushing herself up and over than does a runner trying to shave seconds off a marathon time. Once she manages to flop over, she usually screams until you put her back on her stomach so she can try again. If you offer her a rattle or a cuddly animal so she will quiet down and play and you can get back to your own work, she usually bats it away in her eagerness to resume her difficult learning activity. No one is forcing her or pressuring her or hurrying her or grading her or making her compete or threatening not to love her unless she learns to roll over. She wants to learn, urgently, on her own.

You can see this same phenomenon clearly when your baby is trying to pull himself up on his feet. He grunts and grimaces and struggles and works harder than a weight lifter. At first, when he finally does pull himself up on his feet, he doesn’t know how to let go and sit down. So he screams. You lower him gently to the floor and give him a toy to play with. But he doesn’t want to play. He wants to stand up. He wants to learn.

How long does a baby practice vowel and consonant sounds, stringing them together in delightful nonsense before he hits on a single word that brings recognition from his mother? No one pressures him into that concentrated practice, which typically goes unrewarded for months. Yet this is what babies and toddlers do endlessly, of their own free choice.

How many questions do two- and three-year-olds ask in a single day? They’re trying to find out all they can about the world around them, about cause and effect and all the fascinations of existence. This is not what an adult considers play. Yet a busy, impatient, tired mother can’t turn off the torrent of why’s even for an hour.

Three- and four-year-olds love what preschool educators call “imitative play”—pretending to be grown up. But they seldom copy grown-ups at play. They imitate adults at work: washing dishes, caring for babies, going off to work, driving a truck, as doctor, nurse, soldier, mother, father, grocer, firefighter, police officer, teacher.

You can think more objectively about this entire question of preschoolers’ play if you keep track of your child’s activities for just one day. What makes her happiest? What stimulates her to the greatest concentration? What holds her interest longest? Almost always, it’s an activity in which she is learning something that increases her competency or satisfies her curiosity—especially if her mother or her father is right beside her sharing her excitement about learning.

Countless interactions like these lay the foundation for your child’s intellectual development. Very early in a youngster’s life, he begins to learn about the world via his five senses: vision, hearing, touch, taste, and smell. An environment rich in games, toys, and other objects a baby can handle helps stimulate his perceptual growth. So does a wide range of experiences and contacts with adults throughout the day.

If you love your child and spend considerable time with him, you may do many things to foster his intellectual development almost by instinct and without realizing precisely why. But parents of youngsters in culturally deprived homes are often absent, too busy, too burdened with economic problems, or too uninformed to make the effort to stimulate a child’s growth. Even affluent parents, with the best of intentions, can be “time poor” and leave their child in a day-care center where staff members are more concerned with keeping order than keeping children stimulated, or with an uncommunicative caregiver who watches TV all day. The results show up markedly in kindergarten and first grade.

“All later learning is likely to be influenced by the very basic learning which has taken place by the age of five or six,” emphasized one of the groundbreaking reports dealing with this problem that was published by the University of Chicago. There are large, measurable differences in development, the report noted, between youngsters who have had great opportunity to explore, to touch, to handle, to try, to play, to learn, and to be with interested adults and those who have not.6

The opportunity to learn language skills also separates children who start school ready to succeed and those who seem marked for failure, even at age six. A child’s language development depends to a great extent on the adults around him in his earliest years of life. Parents who are aware of a child’s learning needs encourage him to say words. They surround him with talk, used freely and naturally. They cheer on his efforts to say the correct words, respond to him when he tries and when he succeeds, read to him, and provide him with what educators call “corrective feedback.”

In this kind of rich verbal environment, a child’s vocabulary grows and his ability to use sentences develops. As he becomes more skilled with words, he learns to put his emotions and intentions into language. He begins to compare and to differentiate and to express abstract ideas. He uses words as tools of thought.

In homes where parents make great efforts to motivate a child, reward him, and reinforce him, he “learns to learn,” the University of Chicago report noted. “He comes to view the world as something he can master through a relatively enjoyable type of activity, a sort of game, which is learning.” On the other hand, the report warned, “If the home does not and cannot provide these basic developments, the child is likely to be handicapped in much of his later learning and the prognosis of his educational development is poor.”

Because the mounting evidence about the urgent importance of early learning has been so compelling, a wide variety of programs have been started by local, state, and federal governments, by public and private agencies, by universities, foundations, and churches to make learning opportunities available to young children from homes that appeared to be disadvantaged. Best known are the enormous collection of programs receiving federal money through Head Start.

Unfortunately, the kinds of learning opportunities many Head Start programs offer young children are too little and too late. A large percentage of them pay little attention to using new theories about how to foster intelligence. Most are modeled on traditional social-adjustment nursery schools, with an emphasis on group games and social activities. Many have to be so concerned about the youngsters’ physical health and nutrition and about helping their families find essential social and community services that they cannot concentrate on encouraging mental development. And the children usually attend such nursery schools at the age of three or four for only two to three hours a day—sometimes for only a single summer. Often these programs are able to offer only a little compensation for an unstimulating home environment where the youngsters still spend most of their time.

Nevertheless, research shows that even a little attention to children’s learning needs during the preschool years can help. Dozens of scientifically sound, long-term studies have now been completed that trace the results of Head Start and similar preschool learning programs over many years. Almost uniformly, they document significant gains for children in Head Start and other early-learning programs, especially when measured over several years.

The general pattern of such results is that the children show an immediate gain in achievement that usually persists through the first two or three years of elementary school. Then the academic differences between the children who have had the advantage of being in a Head Start program gradually diminish and the gap between them and other youngsters gradually narrows. But subsequent testing at the junior high and high school levels once again shows considerable advantage for the Head Start children in terms of school grades and other measures of mental development.

Compilations of studies on Head Start children, for example, show that they had higher IQ scores than comparison youngsters—ranging from 7 to 10 points in several studies to as much as 30 points in one report. Far more of them were scoring at grade level in reading and math. Fewer had been flunked and needed to repeat a grade.

One long-term study even offers evidence that preschool education can also pay off in terms of lower costs to taxpayers in dealing with social problems. During the 1960s, the Ypsilanti Perry Preschool Project conducted by the High/Scope Educational Research Foundation of Ypsilanti, Michigan, began a study of 123 African-American preschoolers living in poverty and considered at risk for failing in school. Few of their parents had finished high school. Half the parents were on welfare and almost as many were single parents.

The children were randomly divided into two groups. One attended a high-quality preschool program five mornings a week, either for one year at age four or for two years when they were three and four. And a teacher came to each child’s home for 90 minutes a week to work with a parent on early learning. The other group had no preschool experience and no efforts were made to help parents increase learning stimuli in the home.

Both groups have been followed and evaluated ever since. At the age of 19, those who had preschool experience were much more likely to have finished high school, to score average or above on competency tests, and to have a job or be enrolled in post–high school educational programs. By age 27, the preschool group had half as many arrests as the comparison group. Those who had attended preschool were also far more likely to own their own homes and to earn $2,000 or more a month and were less likely to have been on welfare or to have had children out of wedlock.

The money spent on providing the high-quality preschool program also paid substantial dividends for taxpayers—saving $7.16 in reduced welfare payments, court costs, and need for special-education programs for every dollar originally spent.7

Preschool early learning starts a “chain of cause and effect,” the researchers suggested. Because they are more intellectually and socially competent, the youngsters do better in school. As a result, they are more likely to be graduated from high school, less likely to be involved in crime, and more likely to get a job. “These factors weave a pattern of life success that not only is more productive for children and their families but also produces substantial benefits to the society at large through reduction in taxpayer burden and improvement in the quality of community life,” the report concluded.8

Another such study has demonstrated that intense, early intervention can raise children’s IQ scores and rescue those who might have been termed mentally retarded. Known as the Abecedarian Project (abecedarian is Greek for “one who learns the alphabet”), the study involved more than 100 mostly African-American children in North Carolina considered at high risk of academic failure. Half attended a special day-care center with a rich educational curriculum five days a week from infancy to kindergarten. As babies, they were held, fed, talked to, and cared for all day. As toddlers, they could play in different “interest centers” dedicated to art, blocks, language skills, and prereading preparation. The other half of the children were placed in a control group that stayed home and got no special enrichment. By age two, the preschool group had IQ scores 15 points higher than those in the control group. By age 15, the IQ difference had slipped to 5 points—but the Abecedarian children still scored significantly higher in reading and math than did the control group. Fewer had been kept back a grade or assigned to special-education classes. Several of the control children had been labeled borderline mentally retarded.9

“Can intelligence be modified in the early years of life? We believe this crucial question has been settled scientifically. The answer is a resounding yes,” declared Craig T. Ramey, a professor of psychology, pediatrics, and neurobiology and director of the Civitan International Research Center at the University of Alabama at Birmingham who was one of the Abecedarian Project’s creators.10

Evidence is overwhelming that opportunities for early learning are critical—but they don’t require a formal preschool program. By now, a substantial number of research projects have shown that young children can profit enormously when their parents are given some information and encouragement about early learning. For example, the New Parents as Teachers program has become a national model for assisting parents at home. Begun in four Missouri school districts in the early 1980s, the program involved 380 families from a broad cross-section of socioeconomic backgrounds. Even before a child’s birth, specially trained educators made regular visits to each home, teaching parents how to help their offspring develop well. Mothers—and fathers—also met periodically in small groups at a nearby school.

Parents were given packets of learning materials, directions for simple learning games they could individualize for their own offspring, and detailed kits of information about every short phase of a child’s development from birth to age three. They also got lots of encouragement (“This one will take an extra dose of patience on your part, but it’s definitely worth it”) and happy suggestions for ways to have fun in making learning a natural part of their home environment.

At age three, the youngsters—and a comparison group whose parents had not received training—were tested by independent evaluators. (Outside evaluators are rare in child-care research and give added substantiation to the findings.)11

“Children of parents participating in the New Parents as Teachers Project consistently scored significantly higher on all measures of intelligence, achievement, auditory comprehension, verbal ability and language ability than did comparison children,” the report noted.

In the Missouri program, gains were chalked up by youngsters from homes with well-educated parents and above-average resources as well as by high-risk youngsters from poor families. Only about 10 percent of American families manage to give their children enough learning opportunities to get them, by age three, as well educated and developed as they should be, according to Dr. White, the senior consultant to the Missouri project.

It is now clear that there are no practical substitutes for involving parents in providing the kind of home life and stimulating experiences that encourage a child’s mind to grow. Home and parents are so pervasive, so dominating in a child’s life that parental participation in and understanding of early-learning techniques is essential—even when toddlers and preschoolers spend much of their time in day-care centers.

We now know that informed, caring parents—using many loving, happy, and easy ways—can do much to raise the level of intellectual functioning in their children and to help them realize to a greater extent their true intellectual potential. In fact, such stimulation may be necessary for the development of a “bright” or “gifted” young person, regardless of his innate potential.

“In no instance [where documentation exists] have I found any individual of high ability who did not experience intensive early stimulation as a central component of his development,” pointed out Dr. William Fowler, professor of applied psychology at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education and a former director of the Laboratory Nursery School at the University of Chicago. He also noted that deprivation is relative and should be measured against an individual child’s ultimate potential.12 “Deprivation may be just as extreme for the potentially bright who must endure average conditions as for the potentially average to live through conditions below the stimulation ‘norms’ of the affluent half of our society.”

Large numbers of potentially superior, as well as average, achievers are probably lost to our society because of a lack of sufficient early stimulation, said Dr. Fowler.

Recent decades have seen a new and growing interest in children who are identified as “bright” or “gifted,” probably for several reasons. Educators and parents are less reluctant to speak out for the needs of these exceptional youngsters, now that special programs are largely in place for children who need extra help. Research has shown conclusively that most bright children are emotionally healthy, socially adept, and usually delightful to know.

It has also become increasingly obvious that the United States’ position in the free world depends on maintaining its leadership in the sciences and in technology and production. Yet evidence is growing that young people in other countries, particularly the Japanese, are ahead of American students academically.

Even though the average IQ of people throughout the industrialized nations has been rising sharply for years, the Japanese remain in the lead, according to a compilation of IQ studies made by British psychologist Dr. Richard Lynn. In one generation, the mean IQ of the Japanese jumped 7 points to be 11 points higher than the mean for the United States and other advanced Western nations.13

Among Americans and Europeans, said Dr. Lynn, only about 2 percent of the population have an IQ higher than 130. But 10 percent of the Japanese do. And 77 percent of Japanese do better on IQ tests than the average for Americans or Europeans.

IQ tests, of course, are a limited and controversial way to measure intelligence. There are many hazards to drawing conclusions from them about the comparative intelligence of different races and nationalities. But the tests used in these studies were designed to be culture free. Testing samples were carefully chosen to measure the same socioeconomic cross-sections of population as in the United States.

It’s probably not heredity that accounts for this difference in intelligence, said Dr. Lynn, because the increase has been too rapid to reflect a change in the genetic makeup of the population. Because the increase in IQ can be found even among six-year-old Japanese, it’s also not likely that what is boosting the IQ is the stiffly competitive atmosphere and rigorous workloads of Japanese schools. Instead, Dr. Lynn suggests, improvements in health and nutrition may be in part responsible.

But what almost certainly accounts, at least in part, for the fact that IQ is so much higher in Japan than elsewhere in the world by age six is probably the kinds of early-learning experiences that the Japanese are giving very young children. Japanese mothers are intensely involved in their children’s education; in fact, they are often called kyoiku-mama, a name that translates as “education mama.”

A major cross-cultural study made by the University of Michigan’s Center for Human Growth also found that American children lag behind Japanese and Chinese youngsters in reading and math right from the beginning of first grade—and they stay behind, especially in math. Japanese children work much harder in school and spend much more time in class than do American children. But what accounts for the differences at age six is that Japanese and Chinese mothers and fathers use more of their time with their children for informal education, for providing opportunities to learn that are fun, and for showing enthusiasm about their offspring’s achievements, according to Dr. Harold Stevenson, professor of psychology at the University of Michigan, who directed the study.14

The problem with American youngsters isn’t working mothers, said Dr. Stevenson. Even employed parents have time in the evening and on weekends to be with their children. The critical element, he said, is that the time together be used for direct interaction.

It’s one thing for the Japanese to build better cars and cameras and TVs. Or for the Chinese to make products for American markets more efficiently than American manufacturers can. But it’s much more worrisome to educators and political leaders when the Japanese and Chinese seem to be building better brains—and making children’s learning more successful.

There is also increasing public awareness that bright children are a major national asset and that they should be encouraged and cherished and their intellectual development fostered not only for their own benefit but for the public good as well.

Along with the new interest in the brightest children has come an enormous increase in special programs to identify them and provide them special educational opportunities. These now include everything from special summer camps to early admission to universities, Saturday programs in colleges for young teenagers, enrichment classes, honors academic tracks, individual tutorials, mentors, individualized learning, and many other strategies. (Chapter 12 has more information about bright and talented children.)

If you fill your child’s life full of stimulation all of her early years, if you make your home what scientists call an enriched, “culturally abundant environment,” if you use early-learning techniques we now know, you can do much to raise your youngster’s intelligence. In such a home a child who would have grown up to be “average” will almost certainly become an “above-average” individual. And a youngster who would have been “above average” in normal circumstances will probably grow up to be “bright” or “gifted.”

This doesn’t mean that you must set up a school in your family room and proceed to hold formal lessons for your three-year-old. It doesn’t mean substituting the alphabet song for your baby’s evening lullaby. It doesn’t mean drilling a 4-year-old in number facts or showing flashcards with the names of dinosaurs to your 12-month-old baby, as one highly promoted “superbaby” program advocates. It doesn’t mean pushing your three-year-old aggressively to get her into a particular nursery school that is reported to be a pipeline to Ivy League colleges. It doesn’t even mean you must buy your child toys that are labeled “educational” or send him to a day-care center or nursery school that is promoted as “educational.”

Your role may indeed occasionally be to teach your child directly, especially if he’s asking questions or trying to master a task you can break down into small steps for him. But more often, you should function more as a scene setter who provides a loving atmosphere full of learning experiences your child can choose for himself and as a coach who cheers him on and shares the exhilaration of his accomplishments with him.

You can guard against any possibility you may be pushing your child undesirably by monitoring his reactions to the learning stimuli you give him. If he’s not interested, there is no reason to push a learning activity on him. You should not insist that he stick to a task you have chosen if it’s too difficult or he doesn’t want to. You should never let him get the idea that you won’t love him if he can’t succeed in a task you’ve set. And you should remember that a major purpose of early learning is to make your child happy by fulfilling his brain’s need for stimuli and to help him learn at his own individual pace and in his own individual way, as he will not be able to do once he enters school.

Using early-learning techniques with a young child can be just as simple and easy as this incident that occurred in a restaurant. A young couple brought their baby girl, about nine months old, with them and plopped her into a high chair at the table to wait for her dinner.

Looking around for something to do, the baby reached out and grasped a goblet with a single ice cube from the table and put it on the high chair tray. Her mother glanced at her, then resumed talking to the baby’s father but kept her hand near enough to the tray to catch the goblet if necessary.

For 10 quiet, fascinated minutes, the baby was seriously absorbed in experimenting with the ice cube. She slipped it in and out of the goblet. She slid it around the tray. She tasted it, rubbed her nose with it, passed it from hand to hand. As it melted, she repeated the activity with the ice water.

Until her dinner came, the baby continued to fill her brain with information and stimuli. And because this filled a basic—although often unrecognized—need, she was happy and absorbed. As a fringe benefit, the baby’s father and mother were free to talk together at an adult level, without constantly saying no and fussing at the youngster to “be good.” It was far easier for them to use the early-learning technique of letting the baby explore a tiny portion of her environment, using every possible sensory organ, than it would have been had they acted as most parents, taking the goblet away and then having to cope with the crying of a bored and frustrated child.

Fathers and mothers who have tried using early-learning principles with their offspring are delighted not only with the intellectual progress of their children but also with the new and happy relationship that follows.

“I had no idea my daughter would be so interesting to me,” commented a mother who had been teaching her four-year-old to read. “It’s just like the way I felt the day she took her first steps toward me, only better.” And because her four-year-old is seldom bored, she is seldom fussy, unhappy, angry, or defiant, unlike many four-year-olds.

You can help your child to become brighter, more intelligent, happier. There is no doubt about it. And in the process your offspring will have a more satisfying childhood, and you will enjoy him more. You don’t have to pressure or push your child, and your efforts to help him learn will not hurt him in any way, unless you make your love for him contingent on his performance.

This is not just another job you have to do. It is a wholly new, exciting, wonderful way of looking at your child and your relationship with him during the first six years of his life.

Chapter 2 will explain the new psychological, neurological, and physiological concepts and research behind early learning. Succeeding chapters will give you more precise information about how and what you can do to foster the development of your child’s intelligence.







2

Why You Can Raise a Brighter Child




The excitement about early learning—with its promise that children of every level of ability and from every background can become more intelligent—is based on a convergence of discoveries in the fields of education; medicine; the behavioral sciences; and the new specialties of neurobiology, neuropsychology, and cognitive neurophysiology—in short, the neurosciences.

Scientists learned more about how the brain works and grows just in the 1990s than in all the preceding decades, and these discoveries have helped validate what psychologists and educators had been observing, independently, about how children learn. Together, all of this new evidence confirms the basic premise of this book: Parents can make a substantial difference in their child’s mental ability by the kind of stimulating environment they provide during the earliest years of life.

Several important concepts provide the rationale for the suggestions made in later chapters of this book, showing specific ways in which you can help raise the level of intellectual and creative abilities of your youngster. These concepts also explain the scientific rationale behind this new philosophy of child rearing that is rapidly being put into practice. And they underscore why growing numbers of scientists, educators, and politicians feel such an urgent need to ensure that all children get the best possible start in life, before critical periods for learning have passed.

A knowledge of the new research will also help you as a parent to understand your child better and help to give him the mental stimulation he desperately needs. The major theories behind the emphasis on early learning include these:


1. Your child does not have a fixed intelligence or a predetermined rate of intellectual growth, contrary to widespread opinion in the past. His level of intelligence can be changed—for better or worse—by his environment, especially during the earliest years of his life.

It used to be assumed that every child had a preset level of intelligence that unfolded automatically at various stages of his development and had a lot to do with how smart his parents were. But the revolution in brain research has demonstrated conclusively that heredity is only part of the equation. Now, researchers know that genes provide the basic framework of the brain and that experiences—in the form of input from the environment—largely build the rest. To use a computer analogy, heredity furnishes the brain’s hardware and experience provides the software programming.

At birth, your baby already has approximately 100 billion neurons—virtually all the brain cells she will ever have. Some of those neurons already are dedicated to controlling heartbeat, respiration, and other vital functions. But the rest are waiting to be wired into the complex tapestry that will form her working mind. Each neuron sends out branches called dendrites, which connect with the dendrites from other neurons and exchange information through connections called synapses. These connections form at an astonishing rate during the first few years of life—as many as 3 billion per second. By the time your baby is eight months old, she will already have about 1,000 trillion.

Most of these synapses form randomly in this frantic infant growth spurt. But they are activated and strengthened by sensory input from the outside world. Each new stimulus your baby receives sends tiny bursts of electricity shooting through her brain, building new synaptic bridges. The sight of a new colorful mobile over her crib stimulates neurons in her retina to make electrical connections in her visual cortex. Hearing a new lullaby sparks neurons in her ear to signal her auditory cortex. The touch of a soft stuffed animal or a father’s scratchy beard sends similar signals flashing through her sensory motor cortex.

The more such input your baby has, the stronger and more elaborate her neurological connections become. Those, in turn, will determine how smoothly the electrochemical impulses of more complicated thoughts and emotions flow as she grows older. By giving her wide, open access to as many experiences as possible, you can actually improve her brain, raising her intelligence and her potential to keep learning all through her life. As Ronald Kotulak, the Chicago Tribune’s Pulitzer Prize–winning science writer, explained, “The outside world comes in through the senses—vision, hearing, smell, touch, taste—teaching the brain what to become.”1

But this extraordinary growth spurt doesn’t last forever. In landmark studies in the 1980s, Dr. Peter Huttenlocher, chief of pediatric neurology at the University of Chicago, studied brain tissue removed during autopsies and conducted the first actual synaptic census. He found that a young child’s brain forms nearly twice as many synapses as it will ultimately use by roughly age two. That level remains fairly stable for the next few years, but after age 10 or so, the brain ruthlessly prunes the weakest synapses, those that have been least used. By age 16, the brain has only half as many connections as it did at age two, a level that stays steady until roughly age 70, when the number of synapses declines once again.2

This overabundance of synapses early in life ensures that the growing baby’s brain can adapt to virtually any environment he finds himself in—a jungle, a desert, or an urban high-rise. The synapses that are stimulated early in life become part of the intricate web of the mind, and the more such connections there are, the greater the child’s ability to learn and understand, to make sense of his surroundings and generate new ideas. Synapses that are not stimulated and used will dwindle and die. In fact, scientists estimate that the number of neural connections can easily go up or down by 25 percent or more, depending on whether a child grows up in an enriched environment or an impoverished one.

“If a child gets too little stimulation, play, affection, discovery, language, and person-to-person contact, development of the brain that depends on experience will be slowed down or will fail to progress,” wrote Craig T. Ramey and Sharon L. Ramey, directors of the Civitan International Research Center at the University of Alabama at Birmingham, who have spent years studying early educational interventions. “The brain won’t achieve its full potential for complex, streamlined, efficient, and flexible function. Specialized and higher-order brain processes, especially those associated with reasoning, language, and solving complex problems, may be permanently limited.”3

Even when a normal, healthy child of average intelligence is placed in an institution such as a hospital or orphanage where she gets adequate physical care but little mental stimulation, she will become mentally duller in as little as three months. The longer she stays in a deprived environment, the greater the decline in her intelligence. Some of this loss is reversible, but much is not. This concept has long been accepted in the United States and is one reason why foster homes have been substituted for orphanages for children whose parents could not care for them.

One classic study that shows vividly what can happen to institutionalized children was made in 1960 by Dr. Wayne Dennis, then professor of psychology at Brooklyn College of the City University of New York, in three orphanages in Tehran.4

In the first institution, where most of the youngsters were admitted before the age of one month, the infants were confined almost continuously to their cribs, laying on their backs, with milk given in propped-up bottles. These babies had no toys. They were changed when necessary and bathed every other day. Four poorly paid attendants cared for a room of 32 infants, and Dr. Dennis noted that the supervisors cared more about the neatness of the room than the development of the babies. He also described seeing rows of older children who were able to sit up. They were seated on a bench with a bar across the front to prevent them from falling. They had nothing to do.

When these children were about three years old, they were transferred to a second orphanage where conditions were the same or worse. Overall, their development was severely delayed. Fewer than half of those between the ages of one and two could sit up by themselves. Only 15 percent of the three-year-olds had learned to walk.

Children in the third Tehran orphanage provided a dramatic contrast. Most of them had been transferred out of the first institution because they seemed to be more retarded than others. But in the third orphanage, they began to flourish. They had more contact with attendants, who were encouraged to mother them whenever possible. They were held during feedings and given toys to play with. As a result, most of these supposedly retarded children between the ages of one and two had progressed far more than the supposedly normal babies. All of the two-year-olds could sit up, creep, and walk holding on to a hand or chair.

In a later study in an orphanage in Beirut, Dr. Dennis demonstrated how even a little sensory stimulation could produce great gains in the development of babies. An experimental group of foundlings between the ages of seven months and one year, none of whom could sit up, were taken from their cribs into an adjoining room for an hour a day. Here they were propped up in low chairs or on a foam-rubber pad and given a variety of objects to look at and handle: fresh flowers, paper bags, bright jelly molds, multicolored plastic dishes, small plastic medicine bottles, metal ashtrays. No adults worked with the babies or helped them play with the objects.

All of the babies quickly learned to sit up independently, and after considerable hesitation by some, all delighted in playing with the objects. Dr. Dennis reported that during the experiment, these infants made four times the average gain in development, just as a result of the daily hour of stimulation.

More recently, studies of some of the over 100,000 Romanian children raised in state-run institutions during the regime of Nicolae Ceaus¸escu showed yet again that sensory deprivation early in life can have devastating effects on mental development. Some observers described these orphanages as “pediatric gulags” where children were simply warehoused, with minimal food, clothing, heat, activity, mental stimulation, or interaction with caregivers. Ratios of 1 caregiver to 20 infants were not unusual. In one study of 25 such orphans aged 23 to 50 months, nearly all were functioning at mental levels less than half their chronological age.5 Another study found that even after being adopted by U.S. and Canadian families, children who had spent at least eight months in a Romanian orphanage had difficulty forming attachments, had behavior problems, and scored lower on IQ tests than those who were adopted sooner.6
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