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Outcomes

1. Gain knowledge about child development principles

2. Gain knowledge about brain development and research 

3. Understand the ways adults can influence children’s brain 

development for a lifetime of learning



Child Development 
Principles 



There’s lots of ideas about development

Piaget

Maslow

Vygotsky



All of the pyramids!



Development has everybody talking...



From the research
Healthy development in the early years (particularly birth to three) 
provides the building blocks for educational achievement, economic 
productivity, responsible citizenship, lifelong health, strong communities, 
and successful parenting of the next generation.

Healthy development is based on 3 principles:

1. Experiences build brain architecture
2. Serve and return interaction builds brain circuitry
3. Toxic stress derails healthy development



8 things to remember about child development
● Even infants and young children are affected adversely when significant 

stresses threaten their family and caregiving environments.

● Development is a highly interactive process, and life outcomes are not 

determined solely by genes.

● While attachments to their parents are primary, young children can also 

benefit significantly from relationships with other responsive caregivers 

both within and outside the family.

● A great deal of brain architecture is shaped during the first three years 

after birth, but the window of opportunity for its development does not 

close on a child’s third birthday.

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-concepts/serve-and-return/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-concepts/brain-architecture/


8 things to remember about child development
● Severe neglect appears to be at least as great a threat to health and 

development as physical abuse—possibly even greater.

● Young children who have been exposed to adversity or violence do not 

invariably develop stress-related disorders or grow up to be violent 

adults.

● Simply removing a child from a dangerous environment will not 

automatically reverse the negative impacts of that experience.

● Resilience requires relationships, not rugged individualism.



Brain 
Development



Why focus on babies’ brains?
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Building blocks model (hooray for more pyramids!)



adults can influence 
children’s brain 

development for a 
lifetime of learning



How on earth can i do all that???
Did you know that the most important interactions you have 
with a child can happen through play? 

https://youtu.be/fpiYNkkNmEo 

Play in early childhood is an effective way of supporting 
all three of these principles:

1. Supporting responsive relationships 

2. Strengthening core life skills 

3. Reducing sources of stress 

https://youtu.be/fpiYNkkNmEo




Support responsive relationships
A major active ingredient in this 
developmental process is the 
serve-and-return interaction between 
children and their parents and with other 
caregivers in the family or community. 

When an infant or young child babbles, 
gestures, or cries, and an adult responds 
appropriately with eye contact, words, or a 
hug, neural connections are built and 
strengthened in the child’s brain.

These relationships provide the personalized 
responsiveness and protection that buffer children from 
developmental disruption and model the capabilities—such 
as the ability to plan, monitor, adjust, and regulate 
behavior—that enable individuals to respond adaptively 
to adversity and thrive.
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Exciting new research from LENA
A 10-year study by LENA researchers confirms that the amount of talk with adults that babies experience in the first three 
years of life is related to their verbal abilities and IQ in adolescence. The paper, “Language Experience in the Second Year 
of Life and Language Outcomes in Late Childhood,” was released for the first time today through advanced online 
publication in Pediatrics.

The results: the adult words and especially the conversations the children experienced between 18 and 24 months 
correlated 10 years later with their IQ, verbal comprehension, vocabulary, and other language skills. The amount their 
parents talked to them was important, but the amount they talked with them (“conversational turns”) was even more 
important.

http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/early/2018/09/06/peds.2017-4276
http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/early/2018/09/06/peds.2017-4276




Strengthen core life skills
These core capabilities support our ability to focus, plan for and achieve goals, adapt to 
changing situations, and resist impulsive behaviors. No one is born with these skills; they 
are developed over time through coaching and practice.

Scientists call these capabilities executive function and self-regulation skills. Just as 
an air traffic control system at a busy airport safely manages the arrivals and departures 
of many aircraft on multiple runways, the brain needs this skill set to filter 
distractions, prioritize tasks, remember rules and goals, and control impulses. These 
skills are crucial for learning and development.

In the first three years of life, we start learning to use 
these core capabilities in basic ways—like focusing attention, 
responding to limit-setting, and following simple rules.

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-concepts/executive-function/


Life skills?



Reduce sources of stress
Reducing the pile-up of potential sources of stress will protect children directly (i.e., 
their stress response is triggered less frequently and powerfully) and indirectly (i.e., 
the adults they depend upon are better able to protect and support them, thereby preventing 
lasting harm).

Excessive activation of stress response systems affects the brain and other organ systems 
in many ways. When we feel threatened, our body prepares us to respond by increasing our 
heart rate, blood pressure, and stress hormones, such as cortisol.

Chaotic, threatening, and unpredictable situations and environments that activate the 
“fight or flight” response repeatedly or excessively can make it difficult to engage 
executive function skills—the underlying skills we all need to plan, focus, adjust, and 
resist impulsive behaviors. People who have experienced serious early adversity are more 
likely to perceive and focus attention on potential threats throughout life. While brain 
development and adaptation continue across the life course, it’s always harder and more 
costly to remediate than to prevent problems.

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/key-concepts/toxic-stress/


A tale of two brains



Bringing it home… keep it simple to build big brains
Talk, talk, talk

Read books

Sing songs

Play, play, play

Experiences - go places, 

meet people, try new things





Post-evaluation -  did you...
1. Gain knowledge about child development principles?

   None ---- a little ---- a lot ---- too much

2. Gain knowledge about brain development and research? 

   None ---- a little ---- a lot ---- too much

3. Understand the ways adults can influence children’s brain 

development for a lifetime of learning?

   None ---- a little ---- a lot ---- too much



resources
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/

https://www.lena.org/

https://talkwithmebaby.org

https://www.cde.state.co.us/healthandwellness/braininjury

Raleigh Marmorstein, San Juan BOCES School Psychologist

rmarmorstein@sjboces.org    or     sjboces.org 
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