
 

The Amazing Brain: Birth to Three 
 

Dear Colleagues, 

Parents and caregivers of babies and toddlers most certainly will notice periods of 
development in which they can almost see the wheels of a child’s mind turning.  It is amazing 
to watch new concepts “click” and for developmental milestones to unfold before their 
eyes.  But what is universal about baby and toddler brain development?  What might parents 
and caregivers understand at certain stages that will help them to nurture this development?   

 
Newborn to 2 months 

At this age, babies’ brains focus on hearing, crying, touch, vision and feeding.  Babies at this 
age can hear a variety of sounds and have been hearing their mothers’ voices since before 
birth.  Most babies will turn to the sound of the mother’s voice and are particularly interested 
in the pitch and rhythm of human speech.  Talking to baby is essential to support developing 
this area of the brain.  Babies at this age communicate their needs through crying, and being 
responsive to – and patient with – a baby’s crying at this stage will help babies to feel secure, 
which is critical to their development.  Babies’ sense of touch is highly developed at this age, 
and they respond to even the lightest pressure.  Sensitive touches, caresses and hugs will help 
to further stimulate their brain development and to provide a sense of security.  Breastfeeding 
at this age contributes to rapid brain weight development thanks to a fatty substance called 
myelin that helps neurons to transmit information more quickly.  The sense of vision is the 
least developed part of the brain at this age; babies see best about 9 to 12 inches away, but 
things still look fuzzy to them.   

 
Two to 6 months 

Hearing, movement, touch, language and vision are areas of brain development that babies 
this age are “working on.”  Most parents know that lullabies can soothe babies, and music at 
this stage can certainly have an effect on babies.  Experiment with different kinds of music 



and observe whether they have an effect on baby.  At this age, many babies enjoy being in 
swings, but take care not to let a baby spend too much time in a swing or to let him use it 
when he can climb out of it.  Touch, at this age, continues to provide sensory nourishment 
and gives a baby a sense of security.  Consistent touch can foster connections between parent 
or caregiver and baby.  Babies start to make cooing sounds around age 2 months, and they 
are very in tune with language even at this early age.  Babies always benefit from hearing 
language and being spoken to.  During this stage, babies are starting to scan, focus and track 
objects, so providing interesting things to look at and making eye contact with baby can help 
to develop this area of the brain. 

 
Six to 12 months 

Social emotional development, cognition and learning, movement, and language are all 
developing rapidly during this stage of a baby’s life.  Parents and caregivers who are sensitive 
to a child’s needs at this stage can provide stimulation to all of the senses and foster a sense 
of security that will lead to social and emotional development.  Be wary of the idea that a 
baby this age can be “spoiled” by being held too much.  Laughing with and spending one-on-
one time interacting with baby at this age will foster social and emotional development.  
Babies this age learn from repetition.  Dropping a spoon again and again as you pick it up 
teaches babies about you and about gravity, for example.  Offer babies the chance to be 
messy and to have tactile experiences such as smashing a banana to help foster cognition 
and learning.  Movement is important for brain development, but babies will learn to crawl 
and walk at different ages.  Encourage, but do not force, movement in babies this age.  Allow 
babies freedom to explore, but do so in a safe environment.   

 
Twelve to 18 months 

Social emotional development, cognition and learning, movement, and language continue to 
develop rapidly during this stage of brain development.  The brain’s frontal lobes are 
developing during this time, and that may lead to a heightened sense of inhibition:  that is, 
the child may begin to understand that he or she is not doing what is expected, but lack the 
maturity to control it.  Toddlers at this age are trying to balance many things:  learning new 
skills, being increasingly part of a larger social community, and learning the norms of 
behavior.  Giving them a means of communication, through words or gestures, can help them 
to express their needs and alleviate some frustration.  Clear expectations and consequences 
will also help to develop their social and emotional development.  Cognition and learning are 
also rapidly developing during this time; the area of the brain called the hippocampus has 



matured enough to allow toddlers to remember events from the past and to begin to learn 
from them.  Focusing on the process, not the product, of play, and allowing limited choices at 
the stage can help facilitate cognitive development.  Most babies walk around one year, and 
their movement develops over the next year of life from a clumsy, stilted walk to a more 
coordinated gait.  Providing a safe place in which to move and offering plenty of practice with 
walking will help this area of development to mature.  Language also begins to flourish at this 
age.  From 13 to 20 months the brain begins to focus more on language, and while children 
at this age may not say a lot in terms of expressive language, they understand language.  By 
age 18 months, toddlers may have about 25 to 50 words in their vocabulary.    

 
Eighteen to 24 months 

During this period of development, toddlers’ social emotional development, cognition and 
learning, gross movement, fine movement, and language continue to develop.  Self-control is 
beginning to develop, but the areas of the brain that govern this aspect of development will 
continue to develop through adolescence.  Children are developing a real sense of self, and 
that makes sharing difficult.  However, their patience is increasing, and they may be able to 
wait their turn a little more easily than before.  Toddlers’ brain development at this age allows 
them to make connections between symbols and objects.  They are learning that symbols 
stand for things, and their memories are improving.  While they still do not have a real sense 
of time, they will remember things that happened in the past.  Freedom to move and explore 
at this age will develop a toddlers’ confidence and coordination and allow him to learn about 
his environment.  Fine motor skills are also developing at this age, and brain development is 
still highly influenced by myelin.  Practice with stringing beads, using crayons or clay, and 
other activities that will encourage fine motor skill development will help with coordination 
and muscle control.  Toddler’s brains will continue to be maximally receptive to language 
acquisition until about age four or five, so if toddlers at this age do not seem to have many 
words, there is still plenty of time for meaningful intervention.  Somewhere around age 2, 
toddlers will start to use “telegraphic” language and put together two or more words in a 
sentence.  Language acquisition can be affected by a child’s temperament, family size and a 
number of other factors.    

 
Twenty-four to 36 months 

The major areas of brain development at this age continue to be social emotional 
development, cognition and learning, movement, and language.  Toddlers at this age are still 
very involved in their sense of self, so it can be difficult for them not to act impulsively in 



social settings.  They need help naming and expressing their emotions at this age, and will 
benefit from assistance with putting words to what they are feeling.  Providing specific rules 
and consequences can help them to learn to follow social norms and to get along in group 
settings.  In terms of stimulating intellectual development at this age, the best “curriculum” is 
to provide opportunities for toddlers to grow emotionally and physically – in short, to 
stimulate their senses and provide opportunity for exploration as their intellectual selves 
continue to grow and change.  Myelin continues to influence toddlers’ movements at this age, 
and their walking, running, and climbing and their fine motor skills will continue to develop as 
long as there is the opportunity to practice them.  Continued communication with toddlers at 
this age will nurture language development.  As long as it is heard and used consistently, 
children this age are able to learn two different languages. 
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