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How to use this ebook



Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.



Look out for linked text (which is underlined and/or in a different colour) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


Welcome to your baby’s world

Your infant arrived in the world already equipped with many reflexes and instincts that will help him to explore and adapt to his physical environment as well as find his place in the social world. Our aim is to help you to see the world through your baby’s eyes so that you will be better equipped to assist him on his journey of discovery.

The book covers the first three years of life and looks at all the developmental steps your new baby will take on his way to becoming a walking, talking, mischievous toddler. In the five chapters that follow, you will get an insight into how your baby finds out about himself and his physical and social environments through interaction, experience, trial and error and nurturing.

Each chapter deals with a different aspect of your baby’s life from birth to toddlerhood. Throughout the book, you will find helpful tips and suggestions about how you, the parent, can make learning a joy and positively influence your child’s journey towards independence.
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The first chapter looks at infant behaviour with the aim of helping you to understand all the exciting things happening to your baby as he adapts to life outside the womb. The second chapter examines your baby’s early experiences of his social world and family life, looking at how he responds to others and starts forming a sense of self. This is followed by a chapter on how your baby learns to understand and produce language.
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In the fourth chapter, the focus is on the physical world, looking at your baby’s gross and fine motor development, from learning to reach and manipulate objects, to becoming mobile.

Finally, chapter five examines your baby’s developing intelligence, looking at your child’s sensory experiences and amazing learning, memory and problem-solving skills.

Like all parents, you will eagerly await each new development. But do remember that every child is unique and will develop at his own pace. Our book aims to provide you with a general idea of developmental steps, and as long as your baby seems to be progressing well, do not focus on specific ages. However, if you are worried that your child is lagging behind other babies of a similar age, do not hesitate to talk to your family doctor or your health visitor, who can examine your child and, if necessary, arrange for specialist assessment to make sure that everything is all right.
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UNDERSTANDING EARLY INFANT BEHAVIOUR

Being able to make sense of your newborn’s behaviour can go a long way towards helping you adjust to life with your new baby. As a starting point, the best advice we can give is for you to try to see the world through your little one’s eyes in order to appreciate how he makes sense of his environment. Understanding what his senses “tell” him, for example, will help you to decode some of his responses and anticipate his needs.

After the dark comfort and warmth of the womb, the outside world is a bewildering place for your little one. Although fetuses open and close their eyes, there is nothing much to look at in the womb. At birth, however, as soon as your baby opened his eyes – usually the instant he started to breathe – he was bombarded with faces, objects and shapes, all of them new and interesting but confusing, too.

This new world is also a noisy place for your newborn, who was used to the muffling effect of amniotic fluid and the gentle rhythms of your heartbeat and blood flow.

But it isn’t just his eyes and ears that help your baby to explore and get accustomed to life in the outside world. His senses of smell and touch are also very much involved.

What your baby can see

During the first few weeks of life, your baby’s visual acuity is only sharp enough to focus 20–25 cm (8–10 ins) away, which is approximately the distance that separates a baby’s face from his mother’s as he feeds.
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Therefore, much of your little one’s world looks blurry and indistinct during the first month or two. For this reason, your newborn, like other young infants, prefers to focus most of his attention on faces, especially those of you and your partner and any siblings.

At first, details such as facial features are hard to make out. But young babies are resourceful creatures: your baby will learn to recognise family members by memorising other characteristics such as facial contours, hairstyles, voices and smells (see here). So this is definitely not the time for mum or dad to have a hair restyle!

In terms of visual stimulation, apart from faces, it is movement in which your young infant is most interested. You may have noticed your little one becoming suddenly distracted while feeding, by an object or person crossing his field of vision. At this early stage, he has yet to gain proper control over his eyes, so his ability to track the object smoothly is limited. But he will nevertheless give it his best shot by turning his head and attempting to follow the movement with his eyes. You can help him develop visual tracking (see the box) and it won’t be long before your baby progresses from jerky eye movements to smoother tracking. This will enable him, after a few weeks, to anticipate the object’s trajectory enough to attempt swiping, and eventually reaching and grasping.

What your baby can hear

Sounds, too, provide your infant with constant stimulation and are an important part of learning to communicate later on. For this reason all newborns are given a hearing assessment to ensure there are no problems (see the box). During the first weeks of life, your baby will prefer to concentrate most of his listening attention on voices, his mother’s in particular. This is because mum’s voice is already a familiar sound. Although the womb acts as a filter for sounds and voices in the outside world, an unborn baby is able to hear enough of his mother’s unique voice to recognise it instantly at birth. It is the most soothing and comforting sound a newborn can hear, which is why talking or singing to your baby often has an instantly calming effect. Other voices, too, will be a big draw to your infant, and family members and carers should be encouraged to talk to him as often as possible. At this early stage, your baby has little control over his own voice, and may surprise himself with the grunts, gurgles, sighs and other sounds he makes. But as he gets to grips with his own voice and learns to manipulate it to catch your attention, you will notice attempts at increasingly diverse sounds. He may begin to cry out in different ways to communicate his needs; he will coo and blow raspberries to prompt smiles and interaction, and he will start practising language sounds in preparation for babbling.

The importance of smell and touch

Smell is extremely well developed at birth – perhaps to make up for blurry vision – and is used by your infant to help locate familiar people and food sources. Your newborn will quickly learn to differentiate between individual smells and can be soothed by the ones linked to comfort and care. That’s why you shouldn’t mask your natural smell with artificial scents; they are not pleasant for his tiny nose and may cause some confusion.

By now, you are familiar with the rooting reflex that makes your baby turn his head in response to a stroke on the cheek, but look closer and you will see that even in the absence of sound or touch, he may turn in your direction, having recognised your familiar odour. This is one of the reasons why mums and dads are encouraged to make skin-to-skin contact with their newborns as often as possible. This type of closeness not only provides comfort to your baby, it also promotes the development of touch and smell, helping your infant to learn more about his parents, and to form a strong and close bond with you.





Memories from the womb

Prenatal experiences play an important role in the transition from the uterus to the outside world. Your baby was born with an invaluable store of knowledge – a selection of memories from life in utero – that enables him to recognise, distinguish and show preference for important aspects of his new environment, such as his mother’s voice, the sound patterns of his mother tongue and the taste of mother’s milk.

By the time your unborn baby reached six months gestation, his taste buds had already developed and he was able to tell whether the amniotic liquid tasted bitter, sweet or sour. This marked the beginning of his taste preferences. It is thought that by becoming familiar with flavours most often present in his mother’s diet, a baby prepares himself for the unique taste of his mother’s milk. Indeed, mothers who change their diets dramatically once their babies are born can have difficulty getting their infants to accept their breast milk. So this is definitely not the time to develop new food habits. If your baby had not been exposed to strong flavours in the womb, he will not appreciate mummy’s milk suddenly taking on the tang of spicy food!

Memories for sound are also noticeable in a newly born infant. The human sense of hearing develops as early as 15–20 weeks gestation. By 25 weeks, ultrasound images show that fetuses actually react to what they are hearing with startle responses if the noise is sudden. Sounds penetrating the womb can cause the heartbeat and levels of leg activity to increase, and if they have a very distinct rhythm, such as music, a fetus might even end up performing repetitive movements – a little dancer in the making!
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As a result of all this prenatal stimulation and experience, only moments after birth your baby can already demonstrate preferences for his mother’s voice, the taste of her milk and even for pieces of music played regularly during the final months of pregnancy. This explains why repeating the experiences after he is born can have an immediately calming effect on your fractious newborn.



The next time you are struggling to calm your infant, try to imagine what life was like for him in the womb and look for ways to recreate the same sort of calm and comfort.



Newborn reflexes

Reflexes are bodily reactions that occur automatically without a person’s intention or will. As adults we pay little attention to them but, for the human newborn, they play an important survival role. Reflexes are responsible for many of your infant’s early movements and responses. A doctor will check all of a baby’s natural reflexes just after birth.

In the fluid-filled world of the womb, your baby’s every need was monitored and met. But in the outside world – where food, warmth, safety and comfort come intermittently and sometimes only by request – surviving is far more tricky. Luckily, thanks to evolution and the clever designs of nature, your baby arrived in the world equipped with certain automatic functions that help his body cope with the demands of his new environment and help to ensure that he receives all the care he needs.

There are many recognised newborn reflexes. Some are there to help your baby’s body cope with the outside world, others act as precursors to later voluntary responses, and still others appear to be redundant leftovers of intra-uterine development with no apparent purpose for life in the outside world. Here we will concentrate on the most noticeable ones, as well as those that seem to contribute positively to your baby’s development. Before looking at those, however, let’s look at breathing.

The breathing reflex

Not commonly listed as one of the main newborn reflexes, breathing is one of the first to come into play at birth. We, of course, take breathing for granted but for the tiny newborn, it is another hurdle to overcome. Infant lungs – even those of full-term babies – are not well developed at birth. They contain far fewer alveoli than adult lungs (less than 15 per cent), which means that an infant’s capacity to take in oxygen is considerably reduced. Breathing remains tenuous for the first two years of life, which is why some babies may be at higher risk of respiratory problems.

Other survival reflexes

Unlike the offspring of certain other species, who are up and running moments after birth, human infants arrive in the world fully dependent. Your baby is totally dependent on you to feed, protect and comfort him, and to keep him warm. Nevertheless, evolution has supplied him with a few reflexes useful for life outside the uterus, including the rooting, sucking and swallowing reflexes that prompt your baby to turn towards a milk source, latch on and take in food. Like most automatic behaviours, however, even feeding necessitates a degree of learning. It is a skill that may be precipitated by reflexes but still requires honing to perfection by trial and error and a lot of practice.

Other useful reflexes are the pupillary and blink reflexes that cause pupils to constrict and eyelids to close in response to bright lights, thereby protecting the eyes. There is also the Moro or startle reflex, by which sudden noises or sensations prompt your infant to react by splaying out his limbs and becoming more aroused. This reflex alerts your baby to a potential nearby danger.
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The rooting reflex makes your baby turn to your breast to seek nourishment. It can be elicited by stroking the side of his cheek with your finger.

Some reflexes are temporary

Reflexes such as the startle reflex and grasping or palmar reflex and the stepping reflex fade soon after birth and seem unconnected to the immediate needs of infant survival. Human babies, unlike other primates, don’t need to hang onto their mothers. Bipedalism (walking upright on two legs) means that a human mother’s hands are free to hold her infant, leaving the infant’s hands idle. So why did this reflex survive evolution? It may well be that in humans the original function of the grasping reflex has now been replaced by a need for early tactile exploration of the world. In the uterus, for example, a fetus will grasp the umbilical cord whenever it brushes against his hand, thereby stimulating his sense of touch. Similar experiences, both in the womb and in the outside world, encourage tactile learning and development. This may be why this reflex still exists and remains strong in the first few months after birth.

The stepping reflex will disappear as your baby’s limbs lengthen and get heavier and he gains control over his body. Although it may seem unconnected to the process of learning to walk – which occurs a year later – in fact, practising the reflex early on may set up a template for walking in the memory stores of the brain. As the stepping action is repeated in sequences, links are formed between the cells and circuits in the areas of your baby’s brain responsible for walking. When he is strong enough to support his own weight, this template may be called upon and strengthened to help with the practice and learning processes involved in walking.




WATER BABY

At birth, your little one is still possessed of certain clever body mechanisms, designed for life in the womb, which do not function in later life. For instance, during a limited period, your newborn can swim underwater without filling his lungs. This is because his voice box has yet to descend. Before this happens, a valve will automatically shut off the passage between his mouth and lungs. Within weeks of birth, however, this mechanism, along with other reflexes not particularly useful to life in the outside world, will disappear and he will no longer be automatically protected from breathing in water. It is all part of the body’s adaptation to its new environment.
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It is a good idea to get your baby used to water early on. So as soon as you get the “all clear” from your health visitor (normally after your baby’s early immunisations are completed), try to make regular visits to your local pool. Most have mother-and-baby classes in which you can learn under supervision to make the most of your baby’s aquatic skills. You could also enjoy sharing baths together at home. But remember to adjust the temperature to your little one’s needs, and have another adult on hand, if possible, because wet babies are slippery and get cold fast and it can be awkward for the two of you to exit the bath at once.








	MORE ABOUT

	THE GRASPING REFLEX





If you place your finger against your infant’s palm he will automatically tighten his fingers around it. The origins of this reflex are apparent in the behaviour of newborn primates, our ancestral cousins. From the moment they are born, baby monkeys and apes depend on their ability to hold tightly onto their mothers’ bodies as they move around. Without this, mothers and babies would become separated.
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Assessing a baby’s reflexes

Because they are automatic and present across all human infants, doctors check all of these reflexes at birth and again a few weeks later to assess a newborn’s health and development. The lack of strong reflexes may indicate ill health or developmental problems that could have occurred either in utero or during birth. But you should not worry if your baby does not respond exactly as expected, as reflexes can be affected by many factors, such as your baby’s level of alertness, his general well-being at the time, the room temperature and noise levels.
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The startle reflex involves your newborn quickly moving his arms upward and outward until they are straight at the elbow in response to a sudden noise, vibration or movement.



Learning to sleep and sleeping to learn

Paradoxically, the main “activity” of a newborn’s life is sleep. In the first few weeks of life, your infant will spend up to two-thirds of his time asleep. Sleep is vital to your baby’s overall healthy development and is crucial for learning. Without sleep, his brain would struggle to re-organise all the information he takes in during the day when he is awake and to consolidate it in long-term memory.

During his early months, every waking minute is filled with new experiences – smells, sounds, sights and sensations. His infant brain does its best to cope with all this information with the help of short-term memory but it is at night, when your baby’s eyes and ears are at rest, that this information is processed. While your little one sleeps, his brain remains very busy. In fact, some parts of his brain are more active during sleep than during wakefulness. They sift through the experiences of the day to create richer mental images in long-term memory – a crucial part of the learning process.

Sleep is also the time during which your baby’s body releases most of its growth hormones. Since he has to double his weight over the next few months, the more sleep he gets, the better.

A learned skill

Your baby, however, did not come into the world equipped with the ability to sleep through the night. During the early months, his tiny stomach can only take in enough food to last a few hours, so he needs to wake regularly to replenish his stocks. But this isn’t the only reason your little one wakes so often. At this stage, he does not know the difference between day and night, nor can he smoothly pass between the different sleep phases. Sleeping is not something that comes as naturally as we assume. It is a skill that requires a certain amount of learning. The ability to self-soothe and fall asleep alone, and to remain peacefully asleep as the brain progresses from active sleep to deep sleep, can take months of practice.

Sleeping is a bit of a rollercoaster experience. As you fall asleep, your adult brain passes through four phases of deepening rest, then rises back through the stages to a period of REM (rapid eye movement) sleep, when you dream and brain activity is high. Over an eight-hour period of rest, your brain will go through this cycle four or five times. For adults, the process is relatively smooth and most of us remain blissfully unaware of what is going on as we sleep the night away. On the occasions that you do awaken, upon seeing that it is still night, you are able to shut your eyes, clear your mind and return to sleep.

But time is not clearly divided between night and day for your little one. Even though his sleeping cycle at this stage involves fewer phases – babies progress directly from active/REM sleep to deep sleep – he may stir, open his eyes or even cry out as he passes from one sleep state to another. If he awakens, for whatever reason, at any stage during the night, he will not have the instinct to know that now is not the right time to be awake, nor does he yet possess the skills needed to calm himself down and fall back to sleep. At this stage, he still needs some reassurance and practice to learn how to cope with waking up alone during the night.
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Helping your baby to sleep

There are several things that you can do to help your baby sleep more peacefully and learn about night and day. Taking a different approach to daylight feeds as opposed to night ones is a good first step.

During the day

Use feeding time as an opportunity to bond with your infant. Encourage lots of eye contact and talk to your little one as he feeds. Also, keep the curtains open or the lights on. When you put him down for naps, don’t insist on total darkness and complete silence – he needs to learn to fall asleep in different conditions. Always try to put him down awake or at least semi-awake, so that he begins to get used to the idea of going off to sleep on his own. Babies have good memories, so if you rock your baby to sleep in your arms, he’ll not only expect to still be there when he wakes up, but will quickly get used to relying on this as a method of soothing. Another reason to put him down to sleep while he is still awake is that it will help him to associate sleeping and waking up with being safe and calm in his cot.

When your baby wakes at night

Resist the temptation to jump out of bed at your baby’s every cry or movement – you may be interrupting a stage of semi-sleep when he is working his way through one sleep state to another. Give it a few minutes and make sure that he is really awake and in need of attention before going to him. If a night feed is needed, pick him up but stay very quiet and avoid eye contact and any talk. Keep lighting and fuss to a minimum, even if a nappy change is necessary. Your aim should be to make the sleep interruption as short and calm as possible to mark very clearly the difference between night and day. This will help your baby develop a better diurnal rhythm, or day–night cycle, which will eventually lead to him going to sleep more easily by himself and staying asleep for longer stretches at night.




HOW you can help




ROUTINES FOR BETTER BEDTIMES

It is never too early to start good bedtime habits. While it is tempting to resort to tried-and-tested methods whenever your baby gets fractious – rocking or patting or the motion of a car ride or pram – as often as possible, put him down for naps while he is still partially awake. This is good training for sleeping through the night because it teaches your infant to cope with self-soothing and falling asleep alone.

To help him along, work up to each sleep period with a fixed routine – particularly in the evening when you are putting him down for the night.
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Start with a bath, some quiet time listening to music or singing to him in the semi-dark, or reading a story. When you give him the last feed of the day, this should be done as calmly and silently as possible. Encourage him to remain awake but relaxed, then lie him down, soothe him a little if necessary, but don’t engage in eye contact or interaction, and leave the room. Above all, once the sleep routine has begun, avoid excitement and stimulation – save the fun for the morning. This is quiet time.

If your baby dozes through much of the day or regularly falls asleep as he feeds, try to actively keep him awake for increasing periods and during all of his feeds. Only you can teach him that his longest sleep should happen at night.

[image: Illustration]

[image: Illustration]

Start to fit his routines into the family ones, reorganising his naps so that the last one of the day is not too close to bedtime.

Very young babies are often fractious and unsettled in the evenings before going to bed. They seem to need to have a feeding and crying frenzy before settling for the night; this can be hard for you as you may be tired at the end of the day too. Don’t worry; crying is good for the lungs, and at this stage his eating habits will be far from settled. This difficult phase only lasts a few weeks, and with patience and practice and a good daily routine, you will find that life soon settles into a regular pattern out of which will come increasingly peaceful nights.
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