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What's Going on in There: How the Brain Developsin the First Five Years of Life
by Lise Eliot, PhD

This book belongs to avery distinguished class - a popular science book that is area
page turner. | literaly could not put it down until | was too bleary eyed to Stay awake.
Thisis not so much a how-to- parent book, as a pop science book that explains how a
baby's brain develops from conception through the first few years of life. Of the severd
main daims to which the author returns again and again, the most important one isthe
critica role experience (and thus environment) playsin shaping the brain. Although |

knew of the link before, | was surprised to learn just how important early experienceis. A
baby is born with (amost) al of its neurons, but very few connections between them. The
baby spends first few years (especidly the firgt two) growing these connections, cdled
synapses — many millions A SECOND - and dso busly pruning them. Only those
synapses that are stimulated by experience or practice will be preserved — the rest will be
eliminated. All of our experiences, knowledge and understanding are encoded in the brain
by a pattern of synapse strengths. The second point of the book isthat the brain matures
in phases, from the back of the brain, where the senses are perceived, to the front, where
emotions and reasoning reside. Each part has a critica period of growth and

mydlination'. I repested experience is not provided during the critical period of some
portion of the brain's maturation, it will forever loose its functiondity. Thus, for example,
the auditory portion of the brain of deaf babiesis not wired for hearing at dl. Instead, it
responds to visud gimuli. Thisistrue not only of the senses (5 senses + vestibular

system and motor skills) but aso of language, emotion and reasoning kills.

The back-to-front maturation of the brain dso explains why babies achieve their
milestones in acertain progresson - which was dways amysery to me. The chapterson
emotion and language are epecialy fascinating, dbeit too brief. For example, did you
now that the baby firgt sarts being able to fed emotions around 6 months? That's when
fronta |obes sart maturing. Thisis synchronized with the motor development - baby
begins to experience attachment and separation anxiety right around the time it beginsto
crawl (S0 as not to get too far from mommy)! It dso explains why toddlers use nouns
(telegraphic speech) first, and grammar much later, and why they are so (infuriaingly)
dow - they should speed up as mydination of the brain progresses, through the first years
of life

The book offers a very coherent discussion of sex differencesin the brain, physiologica
basis for temperament, and what can be done to override its negative aspects (such asan
overly fearful child), genetic basis of intelect, etc. All ideas and arguments are
convincingly presented, backed by experimentd findings, not only on humans but on
other speciesaswel. The practica message was the one you aready know and
undoubtedly practice — simulate your child — but the book explains well why thisis

1 Myelin sheath is the fatty substance around the neural connections that hel ps speed up signaling among
neurons and between neurons and the rest of the body.



necessary and why mogt parents inginctively know to do this. Still, there are afew things
parents can do to give their child adevelopmentd edge - talk, talk, tak to the child,
practice attention and memory skills, talk, challenge the child to overcome negative
emotiond traits, talk some more.



