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Your Child’s Brain: What’s Going On In There? 

by Jennifer Georgia  georgiatimes.blogspot.com 
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Paradigm shifts in our understanding of 

brain development 

OLD NEW 

Synapses – the more 

the merrier 

Synapses – useful 

pathways only please 

Static brain Plastic brain 

Critical periods Sensitive periods 

 

What types of things have “sensitive periods”?   

Things that naturally occur in your child’s environment 

as “experience-expectant” input: sound and speech, 

light and shadow, motion and three dimensionality, 

textures and temperature, etc.                           

“Experience-dependent” input is not time-sensitive:  

learning to read and write, play an instrument, cook, 

fix a car, etc. can all be learned any time AFTER  the 

brain faculties first come online. 

 

 “Relative to monolinguals, bilingual babies show an 

increased sensitivity to a greater range of phonetic 

contrasts, and an extended developmental window 

of sensitivity for perceiving these phonetic contrasts. 

This fascinating finding is under further study, as it 

suggests the possibility that bilingual phonetic 

perception in early life can function as a kind of 

“perceptual wedge” to keep open a child’s capacity 

to discriminate phonetic units, while the same 

capacity attenuates dramatically for the monolingual 

quickly in early life.” 

New findings from Educational Neuroscience on 
Bilingual Brains,  Scientific Brains, and the Educated 
Mind, Petitto and Dunbar, Dartmouth College 

 

 

Some common brain dysfunctions 

 

Autism Spectrum Disorder– One in 82 children is 

diagnosed with ASD, which is five times more 

common in boys and runs in families.   Three “red 

flags” are problems with communication, social skills, 

and obsessive behaviors, ranging from very mild to 

very severe. 

Auditory Processing Disorder – Up to 1 in 20 children 

has difficulty “understanding” sounds, especially 

complicated ones like speech.  This can lead to 

speech and reading problems.  Common signs are 

difficulty understanding speech in a noisy 

environment and confusion of similar speech sounds. 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder -  About 10% 

of children (four times more commonly diagnosed in 

boys) have impulsivity, inattentiveness and/or 

hyperactivity beyond the normal range for their age. 

 

All three of these disorders show up in unique ways in 

each person, and treatment should be individualized 

as well.  Homeschooling is a great option as it allows 

for customizing the child’s environment to his needs.  

And instead of being passed from one teacher to 

another, help in overcoming his deficits is given by 

the ones who understand and love him the most.  

 

“One of the hardest things for people to understand 

is that bright children are not necessarily on the 

fastest train.”  Your Child’s Growing Mind, Jane 

Healy, Ph.D. 

 

“Many low-output individuals have been tattooed 

with stigmatizing, mostly unhelpful, simplistic, and 

pessimistic labels, such as ADD, yet have only a 

vague sense about which breakdown trips them up 

when they set out to accomplish work.  All too often 

they write themselves off.  They may assume they are 

afflicted with some form of mental retardation or 

incurable immorality.  Many kids I’ve known have 

come to the conclusion that they are just plain lazy....  

These negative self-diagnoses drain motivation and 
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sometimes bring on...behavioral complications.”  The 
Myth of Laziness, by Dr. Mel Levine 

 

“It is only in the presence of loving, respectful, 

trusting adults ... that children will learn all they are 

capable of learning, or reveal to us what they are 

learning.  The tinkerers, dissectors, and manipulators 

will only drive children into artificial behavior, if not 

actual deception, evasion, and retreat.  It is not so 

much a matter of technique as of spirit.”  John Holt, 

How Children Learn 

 

“Children need stimulation and intellectual 

challenges, but they must be actively involved in their 

learning, not responding passively while another 

brain – their teacher’s or parent’s – laboriously 

develops new synapses in their behalf!” Your Child’s 
Growing Mind Jane Healy, Ph.D. 

Brain development is nurtured through 

three virtues/principles of the gospel: 

Freedom, Joy, and Love.   

Freedom is expressed by having choices to make: 

having a steady diet of NEW objects, experiences, 

and ideas and being allowed to pursue those that 

are right for the moment.  “Knowledge which is 

acquired under compulsion gains no hold on the 

mind.” Plato 

 

Joy is expressed through PLAY, and play is having an 

attitude of wonder, curiosity, excitement.  Mastering 

challenges is the ultimate form of play; they should 

be big, but not overwhelming (Vygotsky’s Zone of 

Proximal Development).  Memory functions are 

interconnected with the emotional system, so 

emotions deeply affect learning.  

 

Love is expressed through ATTENTION.  How do you 

know when your child’s brain is online for a new 

skill?  You can’t consult a book or chart!  Each brain 

is unique, and there’s a wide range of “normal.”  

That’s why Maria Montessori said “Follow the child.”  

If you are watching your child, listening to your child, 

and praying about your child, you will have flashes 

of insight into what he is ready for. 

 

 

“(Self-directed activities) are not random and have a 

pattern and organization in keeping with the child’s 

level of mental ability.  Allowing the child time and 

freedom to complete these activities to her personal 

satisfaction nourishes that child’s power of 

concentration and attention.  Left to her own devices, 

an infant or young child can spend a long time on an 

activity in which she is deeply immersed.  We run the 

risk of impairing these powers if we don’t respect 

and value the young child’s self-initiated activity.”  

The Power of Play, David Elkind, Ph.D. 

Steps in Creating a Memory:  Engagement, Framing, 

Acquisition, Elaboration, Strengthening, Settling 

Resources (all of the above books are great, plus) 

Endangered Minds, by Jane M. Healy, Ph.D. 

The Myth of the First Three Years, John T. Bruer, Ph.D. 

Teaching with the Brain in Mind, Eric Jensen 

Multiple Intelligences, by Howard Gardner  

Tools of the Mind: The Vygotskian Approach to Early 
Childhood Education, by Bodrova and Leong 

 

Watch an amazing “60 Minutes” story of child music 

prodigy Jay Greenberg.  Pay attention to what his 

parents did and did not do.   
http://www.cbsnews.com/video/watch/?id=7380053n 

Puzzles, games, and building sets build brains!  

pattern blocks, attribute blocks, fraction “rods”, 

Tangrams, TipOver, RushHour, Blockus, Chess, 

Checkers, Chinese Checkers, Set and Set Cubed, 

Sudoku, Mighty Mind, Mind Benders, IQ Challenge 

(Hercun) Duplos/Legos, K’NEX , any sewing or 

woodworking projects, cut-the-knot.org, 

braintrainingpuzzle.co.uk 

Try www.lumosity.com for some brain training  

gwydir.demon.co.uk/jo/index – Lots of fun stuff here  

 

Ever wonder if you have perfect pitch?  Take this test: 

http://www.zlab.mcgill.ca/home.html   
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