
How does my baby learn? 
    

 

From the moment of conception your baby’s brain is working hard. By 12 weeks, he's already grown millions of 
neurons, the building blocks of the brain.  
 
While your baby is born weighing around five per cent of his adult weight, his brain is already 25 per cent of its 
final size. By the time your baby reaches three years, his brain will have grown to 80 per cent of its adult size. 
In short, your baby was born ready to learn! 

Why is it important to encourage my baby's learning? 
Encouraging your baby to learn will help him understand the world around him. This doesn’t mean singing the 
alphabet to him, showing him flashcards and trying to teach him the violin! In fact, your baby will learn lots of 
things without any encouragement from you whatsoever.  
 
However, research has shown that a baby’s brain learns a lot quicker than an adult’s brain, or even an older 
child’s brain. So it’s a good idea to give your baby lots of opportunities to learn while his brain is still like a 
sponge, soaking up all kinds of new information. Encouraging him to explore new objects will help his 
confidence and reassure him that new things can be fun, not daunting! 
 
The first things your baby will learn are the patterns around his feeding and sleeping. Your baby needs these 
basic functions to survive, and he’ll find lots of comfort in being able to predict what will happen next. 
 
Your baby will also develop his emerging social skills by watching how people interact with him or others. With 
your help, he’ll learn to wave bye-bye and to clap enthusiastically when he’s proud of himself for having done 
something new or difficult. 
 
By encouraging your baby to learn new things, you’re helping him to develop his natural curiosity. He’ll be 
fascinated and stimulated by his environment and the people around him, and he’ll soon become a confident 
learner. 

How does my baby learn? 
There are lots of different theories on how babies actually begin to learn, but it’s probable that your baby uses 
a combination of all of them to make sense of his little world.  
 
Exploring with his senses 
 
From birth to around two years, your baby will learn through his senses of touch and taste, rather than through 
language.  
 
He may put objects in his mouth to learn more about them. Make sure you never leave anything lying around 
that poses a choking or poisoning hazard to your baby. Once he can move about more, he’ll be able to choose 
what he explores by moving towards or away from certain objects and people.  
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Learning about patterns 
 
Your baby learns about his daily routine by remembering cues that help him predict what happens next. So, if 
you always put your baby on a feeding pillow to breastfeed, you may notice him start to root when he first sees 
the pillow. He’s expecting milk because he has learned the link between the pillow and feeding time.  
 
Understanding cause and effect  
 
You’re more likely to do something if it has a positive outcome, like having a fun drink with friends after a 
strenuous aerobics class. Your baby is just the same. If something nice happens as a result of him doing 
something, for example, a toy jumping out of a box when he pushes a button, he’s much more likely to do it 
again. It can work the other way too. In one study, newborns who were given bottles of sour-tasting liquids 
were less likely to suck than when they were given sweet-tasting liquids.  
 
Your baby will also learn through trial and error at this stage, though he may not always be able to remember 
something until he’s tried it a few times. You may see him put something with a bad taste in his mouth more 
than once before he remembers it’s unpleasant! 
 
As your baby learns, he‘ll start to show more of an interest in how his own actions cause particular outcomes. 
He may press the buttons on his toys to make the lights flash or even rock himself in his bouncer. This early 
realization of cause and effect is important for your baby to understand how the world works.  
 
The older your baby gets, the longer he’ll be able to remember what he’s learned. One study has shown that at 
two months, babies who learned to move their cot mobile by kicking their legs remembered this one day to two 
days later. Three-month-old babies remembered this for up to a week, and six-month-olds still remembered 
two weeks later.  
 
Imitation 
 
Your baby is born a natural mimic. He’ll use this innate talent to copy those around him and increase his 
understanding of the world.  
 
In fact, your baby can copy you even when he’s just a few hours old. Try sticking your tongue out at your 
newborn. You’ll probably find he soon returns the favor! In his first two years, your baby will rapidly develop this 
ability to imitate. Not only is it a powerful learning tool, but it’s also a great audience pleaser! 

What can I do to help my baby learn? 
There’s plenty you can do to stimulate your baby and encourage his understanding of the world around around 
him: 
 
 

 When you’re out for a walk, talk to him about the sights and sounds as you go along (making sure he can see 
out of his pushchair, of course). Point out and name objects, animals, trees, cars and anything else of passing 
interest. Your baby will love all the attention and quickly learn that there’s plenty to keep him occupied when he’s 
in the stroller. 

 If you’re at home with your baby, sit him in a position where he can watch you move about. Offer new and 
interesting things for him to look at and play with. CDs that catch the light, paper he can scrunch or a knobbly 
laundry ball are all great novelties for a curious baby. 

 Help your baby make links between events by giving him cues at feeding and sleeping time. This will help him to 
prepare for the next activity. For example, a regular and consistent bedtime routine of a bath, followed by a few 
stories and songs, a feed and then lights out will help him understand that sleep is on the way. 

 
Don’t be tempted to try to teach your baby something new every time he’s awake. He needs plenty of time to 
rest and process all the incredible things he has learned and he’ll probably want a cuddle while he’s doing it! 
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