Parents build the foundation for the children’s development.
A child’s earliest years are the foundation for the
rest of his life – not just because they come first,
but because his development is more flexible
during this period than it will be in the future.
This flexibility, or “plasticity,” is due in large
part to the dramatic pace of brain development
during this period. At birth, the wiring of the
brain is incomplete; over the next few years, the
brain continues to create the connections that are
the basis of thinking and learning. The strength
and efficiency of these connections are strongly
influenced by a child’s earliest experiences.1

for their children’s development. In addition
to needing a healthy and safe environment,
a child relies on his parents to teach him
language skills, coach him in appropriate
behaviors, and serve as models for his future
relationships.2 Research consistently shows that
a child’s achievement, behavior, and adjustment
are related to the quality of parenting he received
in his first years. In some cases, parenting has
direct and measurable effects on the brain: several
studies have linked low-quality parenting, harsh
discipline, and stressful home environments
to abnormal patterns of brain activity.3,4

Parents are by far the most prominent influences
on a child during the first three years, and they
have an enormous amount of responsibility
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Quality caregiving requires an understanding of how children develop.
Parents want what is best for their children,
but not all parents understand the importance
of their children’s first few years of life. Parenting
style is strongly affected by parents’ knowledge
and beliefs.5 Parents who are familiar with
developmental stages and milestones judge
their children's progress accurately, have realistic
expectations, and provide stimulating home
environments. Parents without such knowledge
often expect too much from their children, which
can lead to impatience, anger and inappropriate discipline. They may also expect too little: not knowing what their children are capable of at a given
age, less-informed parents are unlikely to challenge
them to reach their potential. Not surprisingly,

FIGURE 1:
When does
learning start

then, children of more knowledgeable parents have
better cognitive and behavioral outcomes.6-8
How well do parents in Shelby County
understand the processes of early childhood
development? To address this question, we use
the results of the 2009 Early Childhood
Development Public Opinion Poll, sponsored
by The Urban Child Institute. 600 Shelby County
residents were polled by telephone on a number
of issues related to child development and early
education. In this chapter, we examine how
respondents with children answered a subset
of fifteen questions relevant to parenting
and early brain development.
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Learning begins at birth.
Long before a baby begins crawling, walking, and
talking, he is developing other skills that are less
noticeable but just as important. A great deal
of language learning, for instance, happens
in the first year of life. Before a baby comprehends
speech, he learns to translate it from a steady

stream of sound into meaningful patterns
and individual words. Memory and attention skills
are also developing during these early months.9
96 percent of Shelby County parents understand
that learning begins at birth, not when a child
begins school (Figure 1).
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Parents play an essential role in how children learn.
Parents play an important role in children’s
mastery of early cognitive and social skills;
these skills, in turn, are strongly related to later
academic and behavioral outcomes. Teaching
does not begin with helping a child learn his first
words; it starts at birth. Even before a baby can
understand what his parents are saying, he
is learning important lessons from their tone
of voice, their facial expressions, and their body
language. Sensitive parenting, positive feedback,
and emotional support are necessary ingredients
for effective learning, from the earliest perceptual
skills to later problem-solving abilities.10

for brain development, and prenatal exposure
to substances such as nicotine, marijuana,
and alcohol has been linked to several negative
outcomes for children, including attention disorders,
behavior problems, learning deficits, and memory
impairment.11 Using electroencephalogram (EEG)
recordings, scientists have identified differences
in language-related brain activity between newborns
whose mothers smoked and those whose mothers
did not.12

Even before a child is born, his parents and home
environment are shaping his future abilities.
The nine months in the womb are a critical period

Almost all respondents with children agree that
a child’s parents are his first teachers. 95 percent
understand that what a mother does during
pregnancy and the first three years influences
her child’s ability to learn later in life (Figure 2).
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FIGURE 3:
How did parents react
to the statement,
“A child’s ability to learn
is set from birth,
so the parents’
interaction does
not affect brain
development”
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Parent-child interactions affect brain development.
The early cognitive skills that support learning
depend on healthy brain development. When a
child is born, her brain already has all of the
neurons (nerve cells) it will ever have.13
In order to function, however, these neurons must
make connections – called synapses – that allow
them to send, receive, and process information.
Throughout the first years of life the brain
creates an excess of synapses, then, around age
three, begins to prune away those that are rarely
or never used.

be eliminated.14 When a baby hears her mother’s
voice or watches her facial expressions, synapses
in corresponding brain areas become stronger and
better organized. Stimulating, developmentally
appropriate experiences – from language and
music to colors and shapes – promote strong
synapses and efficient networks.

Most Shelby County parents recognize the
importance of the parent-child relationship
for early brain development: only 15 percent
agreed with the statement that the interactions
A child's early experiences play a role in determining
between a child and her parents do not affect
which of these connections will survive and which will brain development (Figure 3).
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FIGURE 4:
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Nurturing behaviors promote brain development.
A baby needs a secure emotional attachment
to her parents and caregivers. Activities that
strengthen this bond also strengthen connections
in emotion-related areas of the brain.15 Physical
contact is critical for the formation of a strong
attachment.16 Touching and holding promote
brain development, cognitive development,
and physical health.17
Infants obtain a great deal of information
by observing faces. From birth, they are sensitive
to eye contact and have the ability to follow the

gaze of another person. The brain's social networks –
the regions involved in processing faces and body
language – are strengthened by nurturing and
affectionate behaviors like physical touch
and eye contact.18,19
Parents in Shelby County understand the
importance of nurturing interactions like these.
93 percent of parents agreed that holding a baby
is important in promoting brain development,
and 95 percent said the same about looking
into a baby’s eyes (Figure 4).
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FIGURE 5:
How strongly
do parents disagree that
talking and singing
to a baby does not affect
brain development
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Talking and singing to a baby stimulates language-related areas of her brain.
Talking is one of the most effective ways that
parents can promote brain development. The
language a baby hears during the first months
of life helps neural circuits related to speech
perception become more specialized and efficient.
The speech she overhears is one source of input,
but she learns more when her parents address her
directly. Eye contact and facial cues sharpen her
focus and make learning effective.20,21

(sometimes called motherese or parentese)
is characterized by repetition, raised pitch,
and short utterances. The simplified and
exaggerated language of singing and parentese
is naturally appealing to babies and makes
learning easier.22,23

Roughly 9 out of 10 Shelby County parents
understand the importance of language
for brain development. 91 percent disagreed
When talking to their infants, parents tend
or strongly disagreed with the statement that
to adopt a simplified, melodic delivery that shares talking to a baby is not important to brain
many qualities with singing. Like singing, this style development, and 88 percent disagreed or strongly
disagreed with the corresponding statement about
singing (Figure 5).
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FIGURE 6:
What percent of parents
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them in daily routines
are important for brain
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Brain development can be fostered by a variety of activities.
Reading to a child, even in infancy, promotes
language development. Sharing a book with
a baby exposes her to a larger and more diverse
vocabulary than she might otherwise hear, which
increases the efficiency of language-related areas
of the brain.24,25 Studies show that reading
to babies as young as eight months improves their
language abilities in the second year, and benefits
for even younger babies are likely.26
Less formal activities can also promote brain
development. Creative use of daily routines can
ensure that children learn a diverse vocabulary
and receive a variety of stimulating experiences.

A trip to the supermarket, for example,
can introduce an infant to new shapes, colors,
and smells. For toddlers, it can be an opportunity
to learn new words or practice counting.
Routines also give children a sense of stability and
structure that is associated with better academic
and behavioral outcomes.27
Poll results show that almost all parents
(99 percent) feel that reading to a baby
is important. Nearly as many (98 percent)
recognize that involving children in parents’
daily routines is important for brain development
(Figure 6).
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Do parents understand
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Infants can’t be spoiled.
Persistent crying can be frustrating for parents,
and difficulty in soothing their child can cause
parents to feel guilty or inadequate. In extreme
cases, it can lower the quality of the parent-child
relationship and may even lead to maltreatment
and abuse.28 Because crying can have many causes,
there is no one-size-fits-all solution. However,
research suggests that infants cannot be “spoiled”
and that parents should respond to a baby’s distress
signals. Compared to babies whose parents ignore
or react negatively to crying, those whose parents
are responsive and soothing eventually display
less crying and fussing, an improved ability
to sooth themselves, and more sociability
and curiosity.29
In the U.S., most parents consider spanking an
appropriate form of discipline for preschoolers and

slightly older children.30 A substantial minority,
however, report that they spank their infants and
toddlers;31 research on child development strongly
discourages this practice. Spanking children under
two years old, in addition to being ineffective
and dangerous, can disrupt brain networks
related to emotional attachment and
stress management.32-34
Most Shelby County parents believe that
parents should not ignore a baby’s cries. 81 percent
of respondents disagree or strongly disagree
with the claim that ignoring persistent crying
promotes a baby’s brain development. Parents also
understand the potential harm of spanking very
young children. 78 percent of participants disagree
or strongly disagree that spanking a baby has
no effect on brain development (Figure 7).
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FIGURE 8:
Do parents believe that
positive early experiences
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for kindergarten
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Positive experiences during the first three years
help prepare a child for school.
Entering kindergarten is a critical milestone
in a child’s development. Schools expect children
to arrive ready to learn in a formal setting, and
those who are unprepared often find it difficult
to catch up later. Making a smooth transition
to kindergarten requires cognitive, emotional,
behavioral, and social skills that have been
developing since infancy. A child’s skill level
is affected by early learning experiences, such
as the language input he has received at home.
Long before school begins, children whose parents
use diverse and complex language get a head start
in vocabulary and pre-reading skills.35,36
Early nurturing experiences also contribute
to school readiness. Children of sensitive,

responsive parents have been found to achieve
language milestones earlier than other children37
and to have better language comprehension and
verbal abilities.38 Additionally, nurturing lays the
groundwork for healthy emotional and social
development in early childhood and beyond.39
Emotional adjustment and social skills
are essential components of school readiness.40
Across Shelby County, parents recognize that
early experiences matter for school readiness.
Almost all respondents with children consider
learning experiences and nurturing experiences
before age three to be helpful in preparing
children for kindergarten (Figure 8).
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Investing in children early provides the biggest returns.
Investments targeting the first three years not only
provide the highest rate of return, but also reduce
the cost of later interventions. For example,
programs targeting children under three can
decrease grade retention, increase graduation
rates, and reduce the need for special education
services, resulting in lower costs to the education
system.41,42

first three years – for brain development, school
readiness, and future achievement. But are they
ready to support public investments in this age
group? We asked respondents to choose the age
range in which Shelby County should invest
in order to improve the quality of learning.

Given that parents repeatedly affirmed the
importance of children’s first three years,
The poll results presented in this chapter indicate it is somewhat unexpected that only 15 percent
that Shelby County parents realize the importance believe that this age range is the best target
of children’s early experiences – especially in the
for investment. More parents chose the preschool
period (age 3-5), and twice as many chose the
elementary school years (Figure 9).
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What can we learn from the 2009 Early Childhood Development
Public Opinion Poll results?
Parents in Shelby County understand the
importance of the first three years for children’s
brain development and well-being. However,
they show little support for public investments
to improve the quality of learning experiences
during this period. There are several possible
reasons for this. For instance, some parents may
feel that children’s first years are exclusively
a family matter. Americans have traditionally held
that the government’s role in matters concerning
children and families should be limited.43

The results of the 2009 poll suggest that although
Shelby County parents understand the importance
of a child’s earliest experiences, they are not yet
convinced that early childhood development
is a public concern. In reality, the first three
years of life – when the brain is still “under
construction” – are the most promising opportunity
for making meaningful changes in the lives of our
community’s children. The cognitive, social, and
emotional lessons they learn during these years
have the potential to last a lifetime.

Another possible explanation involves the poll
itself. Poll respondents may have answered
differently if the question had been more specific.
Compared to government funding for preschool
and elementary school, the idea of public
investments in children’s first three years may
seem unfamiliar. Without specific policy examples,
parents may have felt that improving preschool
or elementary school quality was the most
responsible use of resources.

Public awareness of the importance of brain
development is a good start. The task that remains
is to convert awareness into action. Our
community needs to champion early brain
development with policies that support positive
parenting and ensure that all children have a
fair start in life. Parents, schools, neighborhoods,
businesses, and government can each play a role
in providing Shelby County’s children with early
experiences that promote healthy development,
academic achievement, and future success.
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