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Introduction

The first 1,000 days of your baby's life, from 

conception to toddlerhood, mark a monumental 

chapter of growth. It lays the foundation for a child's 

future learning, behavior, interpersonal relationships, 

and countless other life experiences. The brain 

develops more rapidly than at any other time. It will 

double in size during the first year of life and grow to 

90 percent of its adult size by age five. 



Since their brain is growing, it also has high 

neuroplasticity (or the ability to change, adapt, and 

grow). During this period, your baby learns 

fundamental skills—from motor skills like walking and 

running to complex cognitive tasks like learning a new 

language, singing their favorite nursery rhymes and 

making up stories. 



Each child’s brain develops at different speeds. Several 

factors impact your baby's development, including 

their prenatal nutrition, genetics (of course), early 

physical and social environment, and emotional 

interactions during this developmental phase. 
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As the neural connections develop at a meteoric pace, 

you can look for certain milestones to know which 

developmental stage your baby's brain is in—from 

movements in the womb to learning how to walk and 

talk. 



According to Dr. Jessica Stern (Ph. D.), a child 

development specialist and researcher on infant brain 

development, 

Don't panic if your child doesn't reach certain 

milestones as quickly as other kids. “If you have 

questions or concerns, ask your doctor for a routine 

developmental screening, as the American Academy of 

Pediatrics recommends,” Radford says.

"When we talk about 'milestones,' we're just 

talking about what research says is an average 

age for developing a trait or ability in a particular 

context. The reality is that there is lots of 

variation—every child's process of learning and 

growing is different."

—Dr. Jessica Stern (Ph. D.) 
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"Remember that the most important thing you can do 

to nurture your baby's development is not to push, 

rush, or train them—but to help them feel safe, 

supported, and confident exploring their world."



In this comprehensive expert-backed guide, you'll get a 

crash course in how your baby's brain develops and 

tips on optimizing your little one's nutrition, care, and 

environment at each stage of development.
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Crib Notes

Cradlewise Smart Crib will be your helping hand 

in this journey, taking care of your baby’s sleep. It 

will learn your baby’s sleep patterns, detect when 

your little one starts stirring and bounce them 

back to sleep, like a parent. 

https://cradlewise.com/?utm_source=Lead-Magnet&utm_medium=Lead-Magnet-PDF&utm_campaign=Lead-Magnet-PDF-Introduction
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Featured Experts

Dr. Samantha Radford (Ph.D.)

An exposure scientist with a focus on 

maternal-child health, and the owner of 

Evidence-Based Mommy

Dr. Norman Shedlo (O.D.)

President of the Eyecare Center of 

Maryland

Dr. Rebekah Diamond (M.D.)

Author of the upcoming book Parent Like 

A Pediatrician

Kaslyn Rezac (MS, RD, LMNT)

Founder of Nutrition With Kaslyn

Dr. Jessica Stern (Ph.D.)

A child development specialist and 

infant brain development researcher 
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https://evidence-basedmommy.com/
https://www.eyecarecentermd.com/
https://www.eyecarecentermd.com/
https://www.parentlikeapediatrician.com/about
https://www.parentlikeapediatrician.com/about
https://nutritionwithkaslyn.com/
https://www.drjessiestern.com/
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IN THE WOMB
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Can you imagine your baby's brain is already 

developing even before you know you're pregnant?  

Their brain grows at the supersonic rate of about 

250,000 nerve cells per minute throughout pregnancy, 

setting the foundation for a lifetime's worth of 

experiences. 



Let's look at how a journey that starts with a few 

neural cells creates the most complex organ known to 

human civilization.

Baby Brain Development 
During Pregnancy

Did you know?

A baby is born with around 100 billion neurons, 

comparable to the number of stars in the Milky 

Way! These are all the neurons they will ever have 


in our lifetime.
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First Trimester

Your baby's brain development journey starts in the 

fifth week of pregnancy. An embryo has three layers

 Ectoderm (the top layer

 Mesoderm (the middle layer

 Endoderm (the inner layer)



Each layer later develops into different parts of your 

baby's body. During this time, the embryo's ectoderm, 

or topmost layer, thickens and hardens into a neural 

plate. It forms the neural tube over the next few 

weeks, a structure that eventually becomes the brain 

and the spinal cord. 



By the end of the fifth week, the neural tube will start 

looking more like the brain. Your baby's eyes begin 

forming around six weeks after conception.

Did you know?

By the end of the first trimester, your infant’s brain 

looks similar to an adult’s, minus the folds.
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These neural circuits will continue to become more 

and more complex with time and dictate the skills and 

abilities your baby will acquire throughout their life. 



The electrical activity begins in the brain as 

connections form, allowing your baby to coordinate 

their first spontaneous movements. However, in most 

cases, you can’t feel them yet. But the good news is 

that your doctor can detect the movements on an MRI 

or ultrasound. Fetuses can also respond to their 

mothers’ movements by kicking back.

“After neurons begin to form, your baby's brain 

becomes more organized as these neurons 

migrate to the correct part of the brain. From 

there, they form synapses which allow neural 

circuits to form.” 

—Dr. Samantha Radford (P.h.D.)
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Second Trimester

As your second trimester begins, folds and grooves 

appear on your baby’s brain surface, giving it a 

wrinkled appearance (like that of an adult’s brain). 

These folds and grooves are landmarks that help us 

separate complex brain structures and their functions.

Between 12 to 14 weeks gestation, the nerve cells in 

your baby’s brain are increasing to 15 million per hour! 

They also start migrating to different brain regions and 

simultaneously form more connections.



The cerebellum (part of the brain responsible for 

motor control) is more developed and directs your 

baby’s movements. At around 18 weeks, your baby will 

start kicking. And this time, you’ll be able to feel it too. ️

As the brain develops, your baby can sense 

things like touch (and pressure), sound, heat, 

and light, and respond to these inputs by moving 

(or even becoming startled).

—Dr. Samantha Radford (Ph. D.)
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During this trimester, your baby's brain will direct their 

chest and diaphragm muscles to contract, which is like 

breathing practice for later. 



By 13 weeks of pregnancy, your baby's sucking and 

swallowing impulses will kick in. They will start 

swallowing the amniotic fluid at around 21 weeks. The 

area of their brain—the gustatory cortex, which is 

responsible for their sense of taste—is also 

developing. Through the amniotic fluid, your little one 

gets a taste and smell of the food you're consuming. 

Another reason to sample as many foods as possible 

so that your baby gets maximum exposure to different 

flavors! 

If a mother has a broader palate, her baby will 

be more willing to try new foods after they're 

born. This is also true if [the] baby is breastfed; 

exposure to different flavors through mother's 

milk makes a child more interested in trying a 

wider range of foods.

—Dr. Samantha Radford (P.h.D.)
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Neuronal migration is basically neurons 

moving from when they are first developed 

into the nervous system area where they're 

supposed to be. If the neurons don't go 

where they are supposed to go, connections 

will be missing, perhaps leading to dyslexia, 

epilepsy, or other issues.

—Dr. Samantha Radford (P.h.D.)

By the end of your second trimester, your baby’s 

brainstem (responsible for controlling heart rate, 

breathing, and blood pressure) is almost entirely 

developed. They can hear and recognize sounds 

outside the womb, including your voice. Dr. Radford 

states, “Babies have been seen to respond to touch 

between 21 to 25 weeks gestation.”



Your baby’s eyes will be a little more developed. They 

would be able to detect light coming in through the 

womb.
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Around this time, another process of 'neuronal 

migration' also occurs in your baby's brain.
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Third Trimester

Did you know?

If our nerves were not covered with myelin, our 

spinal cord would have to be around nine feet 

wide to achieve the same efficiency in processing 

information. 

You’re now moving toward the end of your pregnancy 

and getting ready to welcome your baby into the 

world!



In the last three months of this journey, your baby’s 

brain will triple in size, forming neurons and neural 

connections at lightning speed. 



The smooth surface of your little one’s brain will start 

developing deeper grooves and ridges, which will 

separate into the left brain and right brain. The left 

side of the brain is responsible for logic, calculations, 

mathematical understanding, logic, facts, and 
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sequencing. On the other hand, the right side is in 

charge of visual awareness, imagination, interpreting 

social cues, and musical awareness, among many 

other things.



Since the cerebrum is responsible for your baby’s 

motor control, its rapid development will result in 

more movement—your little one stretching, kicking, 

and wiggling their tiny fingers and toes.



Another exciting development during this time is that 

your baby starts sleeping.

Well, a little bit of both. Up until 30 weeks, your baby 

spends most of their time sleeping. Then they begin to 

develop sleep-wake cycles. (They are falling asleep and 

waking up in organized patterns.) This development of 

a sleep-wake cycle can be attributed to the growing 

development of the baby’s nervous system.



Around the seventh month of pregnancy, your baby 

will exhibit their first rapid eye movements (or REM), 

indicating that they might be dreaming. 

Do babies sleep in the womb? Or do they 

stay awake?
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Best Foods for Baby’s Brain 
Development 

Kaslyn Rezac (MS, RD, LMNT), founder of 

, says, “The main micronutrients that aid in 

brain development include folate, choline, iodine, iron, 

and omega-3 fatty acids. Sometimes, a prenatal 

vitamin alone does not provide enough of these 

nutrients for a baby's optimal brain development. 

Women need to focus on including these nutrients 

from food as well.”



Foods to incorporate into your diet include: 

Nutrition 

With Kaslyn

It helps develop cell growth, tissue 

development, and DNA.

 Legume

 Avocado

 Spinach

 Broccol

 Beet

 Oranges

 Asparagu

 Sunflower seeds

It helps develop the baby’s retina, 

along with the cerebrum, 

cerebellum, and brain stem.

 Fortified egg

 Eggs

 Chia Seed

 Fish (like salmon & tuna)

Folate (folic acid


or vitamin B9)

Omega-3


fatty acids


(especially DHA)
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https://nutritionwithkaslyn.com/
https://nutritionwithkaslyn.com/
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It helps develop baby’s brain, 

spinal cord, and 

neurotransmitters.

 Eg

 Potatoe

 Brussels

sprouts

 Broccol

 Cauliflowe

 Quinoa

 Peanut

 Lean beef

It helps develop DNA/RNA 

synthesis and repair.

 Poultr

 Lean bee

 Mea

 Eggs

 Mil

 Yogur

 Nuts & seed

 Mushrooms

 Avocado

 Spinac

 Orange

 Bananas

It helps develop tissues and 

cellular membranes of the brain, 

protecting them from damage.

 Dark chocolat

 Leafy vegetable

 Lettuc

 Strawberries

 Raspberrie

 Blueberrie

 Avocado

 Pecans

Vitamin B

complex

Choline

Antioxidants
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Although nutrition is an indispensable part of your 

baby’s brain development, it’s equally important to 

stay physically active. Rezac further adds, “  

has also found that regular exercise in pregnancy 

increases fetal heart rate variability, which may benefit 

brain and nervous system development. The children 

of women who exercised during pregnancy are born 

with more mature brains.” Even a brisk walk or mild 

aerobic exercise for 30 minutes can help if you’re too 

exhausted to do a full-blown workout.

Research

How to Help Stimulate 
Brain Development in the 
Womb

Play classical music for babies 

(especially Mozart)

Classical music stimulates your baby’s brain. It also 

aids the development of neural pathways in your 

baby’s brain, which processes spatial reasoning.


Researchers at  played music from 

three different genres to 300 babies in the womb 

(ranging from 18 to 38 weeks of pregnancy). 

Institut Marquès
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https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/20356690/#:~:text=Post%2Dhoc%20comparisons%20showed%20significantly,fetal%20HR%20and%20increased%20HRV.
https://institutomarques.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/0608_NDP-Estilos-Musicales-v5-EN.pdf


cradlewise.com

They found that 91 percent of babies reacted to 

Mozart’s “ ,” while only 60 percent 

responded to Adele’s “Someone Like You.” The Village 

People’s classic “Y.M.C.A” caused a reaction in only 10 

percent of babies.

A Little Night Music

Studies have shown that reading to your baby in the 

womb helps lay the foundation of speech's language 

patterns, rhythm, and melody. This helps babies 

recognize words they heard in the womb after birth.



Studies also show that books with a rhyming scheme 

and rhythmic patterns are best suited for babies in the 

womb, helping them understand the rhythm of 

language and words. Here are a few suggestions to 

help get your library started

 The Wonderful Things You Will Be by Emily Winfield 

Martin.

 "Hello in There!": Poetry to Read to the Unborn Baby 

by Carole Mars

 Oh, Baby, the Places You'll Go! by Tish Rab

 I Love You to the Moon and Back by Amelia Hepworth

Read to your baby
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FVTXlRxVdEY
https://www.pnas.org/doi/full/10.1073/pnas.1302159110
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A recent  showed that when pregnant mothers 

touched their bumps, their babies displayed more arm, 

head, and mouth movements. Gently stroking or 

massaging your belly stimulates your baby's brain, 

calming their nervous system. Your baby can even 

differentiate between mom's and dad's touch in the 

womb.

study

Gently massage your belly. (Your 

little one likes it!)
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Crib Notes

When your little one is in your womb, they hear a 

slussing noise of everything that’s happening in 

your body—from your heartbeat to your blood 

flow. This noise resembles Pink noise and feels 

like home to your baby.  

has a collection of curated Pink, White, and 

Brown noise tracks, so when your baby is born, 

they can feel like home in their new world. You 

can also personlize these tracks on the 

Cradlewise App by adding different sound layers

—from heartbeat and breathing to rain and 

winds.	

Cradlewise Smart Crib

https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0129118
https://cradlewise.com/?utm_source=Lead-Magnet&utm_medium=Lead-Magnet-PDF&utm_campaign=Lead-Magnet-PDF-In-The-Womb


Birth to Age One
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The first year of your baby's life is full of countless 

firsts, including the anticipation and joy of watching 

your little one say mama or dada or smile as they 

recognize your face and voice. By the time you've 

mastered swaddling, they'll be learning how to crawl to 

cruising around your entire home in the blink of an eye 

(they may even be taking those first wobbly steps). 



All these milestones result from your baby's brain 

rapidly developing and maturing. While the 

foundational structure of your baby's brain is formed 

in the womb, how it evolves in the first few years of life 

depends a lot on their environment and exposure to 

different experiences. 
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Nature vs. Nurture

Babies’ brains are shaped by genetics and the 

environment together. In the first year of life, 

infants’ brains are characterized by high 

neuroplasticity, which means they are especially 

attuned and sensitive to their environment.

—Dr. Jessica Stern (Ph. D.)
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She adds, “Environmental influences on infant brain 

development include nutrition and breastfeeding, 

parenting behavior and social support, family stress, 

and mental illness, to larger systemic factors like 

poverty and racism, environmental toxins, and paid 

parental leave policies.”
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Brain Development 
Processes

During the first year of life, three processes simulta-

neously happen in your baby’s brain, contributing to 

your little one’s growth and development:

Neurons making new connections 

with one another

Different parts of the brain play various roles. 

However, they don’t perform their functions in 

isolation. Instead, they do that while connecting with 

other parts of the brain. After birth, all the neurons in a 

baby’s brain will start making new connections, which 

help them perform complex cognitive functions.
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Pruning refers to the dying off of brain cells and 

connections that aren’t used. Think of it as trimming 

branches of a tree from time to time to stop growing 

the parts we don’t need. We want to use our brain 

energy efficiently. The brain strengthens those 

frequently used connections and removes the rest to 

save energy.

Myelin is an insulating layer that forms around the 

nerve cell ends. It helps nerve cells transmit 

information from one brain cell to another at a higher 

speed and more efficiently.

Babies are born with relatively little myelin— 

which is why they may take longer to process or 

respond to you than an adult would.

—Dr. Jessica Stern (Ph. D.)

Myelination

Pruning
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At birth, only two brain regions are myelinated—the 

visual cortex and the motor cortex (the mouth).
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Brain Development in the 
First Year of Life

It’s because there are just two things that your 

newborn wants to do: visually look for what they want 

to suck and then have a motor system to suck it.

Birth to 3 Months

At birth, your baby’s brain and nervous system are still 

immature—the most developed area of their brain at 

this time is the part that controls their basic reflexes 

like crying, sucking, breathing, blood pressure, and 

heart rate.
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Memory

During the first three months, babies also develop 

their memory. The area of the brain that deals with 

memory is called the hippocampus. The hippocampus 

also regulates emotions, learning, and motivation 

other than memory. The hippocampus is not fully 

developed in a newborn baby, which is why infantile 

amnesia occurs—we don’t remember the first few 

years of our life.
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Did you know?

At around ten days old, your baby can recognize 

you by your smell, and by three months of age, 

they can recognize your face.
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Your baby is taking in a lot of information, from new 

faces to new voices, sounds, colors, shapes, & 

countless other things. All this information needs to be 

consolidated and processed in their brain. And this 

happens during REM sleep, which makes sense 

because babies spend seven to eight hours in this 

state during the first three months. 

Crib Notes

Cradlewise Smart Crib detects your baby's 

earliest wake-up signs and responds before they 

cry, creating a soothing environment where your 

little one can get a more continuous stretch of 

sleep.

Your baby’s long-term memory will start improving at 

around two years when the hippocampus matures. 

https://bit.ly/3O3OxfN
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Sensory Motor Developments

When babies are three months old, they can lift their 

heads while lying down on their bellies. By this point, 

their brain has matured so much that some of the 

automatic reflexes that they were born with, like 

grasping and spontaneous crying, have decreased and 

disappeared. 



They are learning how to smile and can now grab 

things in their tiny hands.

Babies are born with poor eyesight, which makes 

sense because there wasn't much to see when they 

were in the womb. Dr. Norman Sheldo, O.D., from the 

, says, "In the first month, 

babies cannot see better than about 20/600. In the 

second month, they can see about 20/300. In the third 

month, they can see about 20/200."



He adds, "It's interesting to note that 20/200 vision is 

considered legally blind in the U.S. Every month their

Eyecare Center of Maryland

Vision
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https://www.eyecarecentermd.com/
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visual acuity gets a little bit better as their eyes 

develop. Normal vision, around 20/20, for most 

children does not develop until they are 36 to 48 

months old.”



By the end of the first three months, your baby will be 

able to focus and track objects in motion. Now their 

eyes will be able to follow you as you walk in and out of 

their line of vision.

Tip

Use black and white 

photos with contrasting 

images/patterns to show 

your baby. Your infant 

can easily focus on these 

high-contrast photos, 

also known as infant 

stimulation cards. These 

photos encourage vision 

development in babies.
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Between four to six months, your baby’s memory 

expands. This is a result of many functions of the 

brain, two of which are—improved eyesight (the more 

and the better they see, the more they remember) and 

the ability to move a little. They can differentiate 

between different colors and patterns around them.



 states that your baby can notice something 

change at four months after it has been out of their 

sight for a while. However, their retention power is still 

less. They can only remember only one thing at a time.

Research
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4 to 6 Months

At this age, most babies can raise their arms, use both 

their hands to explore toys, grasp them and bring 

different objects to their mouth. They can even sit up 

with a little help by the six-month mark. They may also 

start babbling at this time around, picking up sounds 

and language. 

Memory

Sensory-Motor Developments

https://oakeslab.ucdavis.edu/infant-memory-development.html
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They can sense different emotions through the tone of 

your voice. They will also be able to gain better control 

of their neck. Now they can turn around when they 

hear an interesting sound and look at an object.

The most significant milestones that your child will 

achieve during this age is , the ability 

to see things in three dimensions, and to judge how 

near or far an object is. This ability is absent at birth 

and develops around four months. At approximately 

five months, they’ll start seeing in full color. They will 

start picking up the toys that they drop and get 

attracted to bright colors. They will also discover their 

image in the mirror between four to six months.



Since your baby is likely to go through many changes in 

their sleep schedule because of growth spurts, the 

dreaded four-month sleep regression, teething, etc., 

you can use  as your ultimate sleep tool. 

You can customize the crib according to what your 

baby needs. E.g., if your baby needs TLC, just adjust 

the sensitivity of the crib. Sleeping better during this 

phase will help your kiddo and save you countless 

hours of sleeplessness.

depth perception

Cradlewise

Vision

https://www.aao.org/eye-health/anatomy/depth-perception
https://cradlewise.com/


Boosted by the development of sight and motor skills 

in the first six months of life, your baby’s short-term 

memory becomes better in these months. 


They will begin to understand the concept of object 

permanence around the age of eight months. This 

means that things and people still exist when they 

aren’t right there in front of them.


At around 9 months of age, if you hide your baby’s 

favorite toy under a blanket, they will pull it up to find 

it since they remember even though they can’t see it, 

their toy is under the blanket.
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7 to 9 Months

Your baby’s motor skills will significantly improve 

during this age. Most babies start crawling by the time 

they are eight months old. So as your little one crawls 

around the house, it will further develop and 

strengthen the coordination between their eyes, 

hands, feet, and body. By around nine months, they 

can pull themselves up and stand. 

Memory

Sensory-Motor Developments
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Your little one can now make two-syllable sounds. So if 

they hear you say it enough times, one day, you might 

catch them saying ‘ma-ma’ or ‘da-da.’ Although it’s 

important to remember that each kid develops speech 

at their own pace.

Speech

Tips for parents

Instead of baby talk, 

—a style of talking when moms and 

dads speak slowly in modulated voices in a 

higher pitch, exaggerating vowels and intonation, 

and giving babies time to respond. 


Speaking in parentese will directly improve your 

child’s vocabulary and language skills. 

interact with your baby in 

parentese

https://youtu.be/wA0KoMk3ulQ
https://youtu.be/wA0KoMk3ulQ
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10 to 12 Months

Motor Developments

Your baby’s short-term and long-term memory will 

improve rapidly during this time. New connections will 

form between the frontal lobes and emotional centers 

of their brain, which is why they will probably start 

experiencing separation anxiety. Although some 

babies can experience it as early as five months, others 

can go through it later at 12 to 14 months.

By the time your baby is ten months old, they’ll be able 

to grasp objects with their thumb and forefinger. They 

can now stand and cruise while holding onto furniture. 

You might even find them trying to stand alone, taking 

baby steps. By the time they hit the one-year mark, 

they can move independently and crawl around to get 

their favorite toys. They can sit on their own and clap 

their hands too.



And if your little one isn’t walking by their first birthday 

already, you start wondering whether their

Memory
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 development is on the right track. Well, there’s no 

need to panic. Every baby is different, and it’s common 

for them to start walking from anywhere between nine 

to 18 months. 

By the time your sweetie reaches the one-year mark, 

they will start calling you ‘mama’ or ‘dada’ when they 

need you. They also start speaking gibberish, trying to 

imitate the sounds and rhythm of adults’ speech, and 

responding to words like ‘yes’ and ‘no.’  Indulging in 

conversations with them at this age can help them 

learn words and language better.

Did you know?

Encouraging your baby to crawl rather than 

walking early will help them develop better hand-

eye coordination.

Speech
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How to Boost Brain 
Development in the First 
Year 

Dr. Stern says, “First, we need to advocate for better 

support for parents, especially in the first year of 

babies’ lives. Research shows that reducing poverty, 

increasing community and social support for families, 

and providing paid parental leave all nurture healthy 

brain development.” 



She adds, “Second, parents can engage in ‘serve-and-

return’ interactions with their baby, along with 

sensitive stimulation and soothing touch (like 

cuddling). Third, talking, reading, or singing to your 

baby is especially important for neural networks 

supporting language development.”
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1 to 2 Years Old
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Welcome to the first year of toddlerhood! Your little 

one has started becoming a little person of their own. 

They’ll have more tantrums, learn to make friends with 

other children, and begin talking, among other 

noteworthy milestones.



The journey of brain development that began in the 

womb and continued rapidly throughout the first year 

of your baby’s life will also persist in toddlerhood. Only 

now, it will become even more complex and make way 

for the next phase of your child’s development—their 

newly-formed sense of identity, social and emotional 

understanding, and the ability to communicate.



Read on for the expert-backed guide on your toddler’s 

brain development and milestones between their first 

birthday to the point when they officially reach 

toddlerhood.
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From age one to two, the brain develops at an 

incredibly rapid rate. Connections are being 

formed between brain cells but also being 

pruned, meaning that the most helpful and 

important connections are maintained while 

others are weeded out. All throughout childhood 

(especially the infant and toddler years) is filled 

with exponential growth in language, motor, 

social, and problem-solving abilities.

—Dr. Rebekah Diamond (MD)

Between the ages of one and two, complex brain 

systems start interacting more with each other.

What’s Happening Inside 
the Brain
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How your child thinks, explores, and figures things out 

is a part of their cognitive development. As their brain 

develops, so does their knowledge of themselves and 

their surroundings and skills to solve problems—all of 

which help them better understand the world around 

them.

In this stage, your toddler will start a period of trial and 

error experimentation. They will try a couple of things 

(actions, noises, expressions) and see what gets 

attention from their parents or caregivers.



For example, your tiny tot might notice you smile or 

laugh when they clap their hands. They might then do 

it repeatedly to elicit a positive reaction from you.

cradlewise.com

Ages 1 to 2

Cognitive Development / Memory

12 to 18 months12 to 18 months
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In this stage, your child will start developing symbols to 

represent objects and events. They will start using 

words to categorize objects like “doggie” or “meow.”



For example, when they see a cat in a picture book or 

in the street, they might say “cat” or “meow.”



By the time your child is two years old, they can:

 Recognize themselves in the mirror (which means 

they see themselves as an individual now)

 Imitate the actions and words of parents or 

caregivers. For example, if you have a particular 

habit, like walking with your hands behind your 

back, you might notice your toddler walking around 

the house in a similar manner

 Understand your words and commands, and 

respond to them

 Begin to match similar objects and recognize and 

find familiar things in storybooks with some help

 Understand the difference between “you” and “me.”

18 to 24 months
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Social and Emotional Development 

Milestones

Providing your toddler with a safe and trusting 

environment will reflect how they explore and see the 

world around them. Dr. Stern states that one of the 

most critical developments in children is the formation 

of strong emotional attachments to one or more 

caregivers (typically by 12 months).


The second year of life is a period of rapid 

cognitive, social and emotional development. 

During this time, babies begin to walk, talk, 

point, imitate others, recall past events, interact 

socially and help others, recognize other people 

and express excitement to see them, and 

develop a sense of self.

—Dr. Jessica Stern (Ph. D.)
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Dr. Stern states, “Infants who learn from experience 

that they can trust and depend on their caregivers as a 

secure ‘home base’ are more confident exploring their 

world. They also show better self-control, calm more 

easily after stress, and are likelier to be kind to others.”



These advances in social and emotional abilities are 

supported by dramatic changes in the brain.



"This includes rapid increases in neural connections in 

auditory and visual sensory areas and growth in overall 

brain size—by age two, your toddler's brain will 

already be about 80% of the size of an adult brain," 

says Dr. Stern.

“As early as 18 months, infants who show more 

facial expressions of empathic concern for 

someone in distress are more likely to offer help 

to that person,” says Dr. Stern.

Did you know?

42 of 74



cradlewise.com

By the time your child is two years old, they may

 Start saying “no.” If your requests for bedtime, nap 

time, meals, etc., are met with a blunt “no,” take it 

as a positive sign that your toddler’s cognitive 

development is on track

 Start understanding the concept of sharing but may 

struggle to let someone else play with their toys or 

have a bite of their meal

 Begin feeling complex emotions like jealousy when 

they feel that you are giving attention to someone 

else, like a younger sibling in some cases. Be 

patient with your toddler as they figure out these 

emotions

 Start playing with other kids of their age. This will 

mark the beginning of their social development

 Start showing affection by hugging and kissing 

parents, caregivers, pets, and anyone with whom 

they feel safe

 Show frustration easily by throwing a tantrum and 

sometimes being aggressive.
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Here are some tips to help your mini-me develop their 

own sense of identity

 Around 18 months, toddlers start to develop self-

awareness, autonomy, and a sense of identity. Give 

your tot more agency and choice in their activities 

(“Do you want to take a bath now or later?” “Which 

toy shall we play with first?”), as well as 

opportunities to explore in a safe environment

 Cognitively, toddlers are still learning that other 

people have beliefs, preferences, and perspectives 

that may differ from their own. You can scaffold 

your child’s understanding of others’ minds through 

reading, storytelling, or playing games involving 

different characters

 Help your child navigate social interactions by 

noting other children's different intentions and 

feelings ("I think your brother might want to play 

with a different toy"). Have them practice sharing 

with others ("Can you let your friend have a turn?"). 

Their developing sense of self grows through these 

social interactions, laying the foundation for 

empathy and prosocial behavior.
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 They can clap their hands together

 They are capable of putting their toys into 

containers

 They can isolate the index finger with the other 

fingers closed

 If you give them a crayon, they might start 

scribbling with it (but their grip might not be perfect 

yet)

 They will start using a cup or spoon during their 

meals.

12-18 months
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Motor Development Milestones

You’ll see an advanced development in your child’s 

motor skills during this age. The cerebellum, located at 

the back of the brain, is responsible for your child’s 

motor activity—from walking to learning how to hold a 

crayon to scribble. The cerebellum continues 

developing during this age, leading to significant motor 

milestones.



Here are some motor developments that you will 

observe in your toddler during one to two years: 
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 They can build a block tower and arrange different 

blocks according to their shapes and sizes

 They can put rings on a ring stacker

 If you hand them a picture book, they’ll be able to 

turn pages of the book one at a time

 By the time they are two, they will start holding 

crayons with their fingertips and thumb

 Your baby will start walking independently around 

this time

 They can probably go downstairs while putting both 

feet on each step before moving to the next step.

18-24 months 

Infants’ brains are especially sensitive to the words 

they hear in their environment—and they pay 

particular attention to words spoken by caregivers. 

Speech Development Milestones
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She explains that as early as the second year of life, 

language processing is "left-lateralized" in children just 

as in adults—meaning that much of the action takes 

place in the brain's left hemisphere. Children can 

follow simple instructions around 12 months as 

their temporal lobe develops.



But what's happening inside your child’s brain as they 

develop the ability to talk? 



Dr. Stern explains, "Neural activity in a brain region 

called Wernicke's area is associated with 

understanding language, and activity in Broca's area is 

associated with producing language.


As children practice speech sounds, the neural 

connections linking Broca's area to the motor cortex 

strengthen, supporting their newfound ability to talk."
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This sensitivity to language means that your 

infant is much faster to learn new languages 

than us adults!

—Dr. Jessica Stern (Ph. D.)
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Dr. Stern’s tip for parents

You can grow your child’s vocabulary each day by 

talking and singing with them, practicing 

conversational turn-taking, and elaborating on 

the few words your child says. (For example, if 

your child says “Ball?” you could say, “Yes, this is a 

nice big ball, isn’t it?”).  It helps children form the 

neural connections (or synapses) that are the 

building blocks of language development.
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"If you hear your child babbling, it isn't just to make 

noise—they're actively practicing their speech sounds! 

Every child develops language at their own pace, but 

typically by 18 to 24 months, toddlers can say at least 

50 words (but they understand much more) and may 

begin to connect two to three words together (“You 

play!”).
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Cognitive Development

 Encourage play-pretend with toys to help spark 

creativity in your child as they make up stories and 

characters

 Give your kiddo some crayons and paper to draw 

on. Paint and play-dough also spark creativity

 You can also give them puzzles and blocks to help 

them exercise some problem-solving brain muscles

 Sing rhymes or songs in the car when they are 

driving with you.



Social and Emotional Development

 Praise your child and show affection in both words 

and actions by giving them hugs and kisses for 

positive behavior and achievements

 Deal with their temper tantrums peacefully and 

calmly

 Help them understand and identify their emotions. 

For example, “You are happy when we go to the 

beach,” or “You felt upset when you didn't get to eat 

candy in the grocery store.”

How to Boost Brain 
Development During This 
Stage
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 Encourage them more for good behavior than 

punishing their unwanted behaviors. 



Motor Development

 Child-proof your home so they can move around 

and explore their surroundings safely

 Encourage your kiddo to drink from a cup and use a 

spoon during meals

 While they are in the kitchen or bedroom with you, 

encourage them to open and close drawers and 

doors

 Involve playful physical activities in their playtime, 

like a walk on the beach or in the park, dancing to 

their favorite songs, etc. 



Speech Development

 Read books to your toddler, have them look at 

pictures in a storybook, and make stories. Ask them 

questions about the story or the pictures

 Sing songs and rhymes together. This will help your 

toddler improve their memory and speech. Kids 

often learn new words from the songs or poems 

they hear

 Talk to your child about the activities that you’re 

doing together.
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The Importance of Sleep

Your toddler needs ample sleep during this age to 

learn all the new skills and things around them.

 Start using words to identify different emotions and 

feelings. This will help your toddler communicate. 

Sleep is a key ingredient for the developing 

brain. The CDC recommends 11 to 14 hours of 

sleep per day (including naps) for toddlers 

between one and two years of age. Getting 

sufficient good-quality (uninterrupted) sleep on 

a reasonably regular schedule is important for 

children’s brains to grow.

—Dr. Jessica Stern (Ph. D.)

She further says, “Regular sleep and napping have 

been linked to children’s ability to learn new things, 

remember past events, engage in positive social 

behavior, and manage their emotions. Sleep 

researchers are discovering that glial cells in the 

central nervous system actually help “clean” our brain
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of metabolites during deep sleep—and young 

developing brains need this, too!”
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Crib Notes

Cradlewise can help your child sleep better. 

Sleep is a journey and Cradlewise is there to 

support you every step of the way from day one 

that you bring your baby home until the time 

they reach their second birthday.

https://bit.ly/3zKaFrh
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2 to 3 Years Old
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Congratulations! As your child officially enters the third 

yead of their life, they are now a designated, full-blown 

toddler. At the beginning of this guide, we emphasized 

how the first 1,000 days of your baby’s life set the 

stage for their brain development. That period comes 

to a close toward the end of their second year.



From the age of two to three, you’ll see that your little 

one is growing into a person of their own, with their 

own personality, preferences, and ideas, among many 

other things.



Your baby’s development will continue to surprise you. 

Read on what’s happening behind the scenes in their 

brain. And how that leads to their overall growth—

from being able to run to how they treat their friends.
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Another key brain development that happens during 

this age is that of your toddler’s prefrontal cortex, 

which is located at the very front of the brain. The 

prefrontal cortex is responsible for your child’s short-

term memory, social behavior, and how they express 

their personality. It also dictates their planning and 

decision-making abilities, along with some aspects of 

their speech and language. Around three years of age, 

the  peaks in your toddler’s prefrontal 

cortex. 

synaptic density

Inside Your Toddler’s Brain

In the second year of life, the rate of myelination 

increases, helping your child’s brain perform 

more complex tasks. Your toddler can walk and 

run, jump and climb, play and explore more 

independently—all of these activities grow 

multiple areas of their brain, including the motor 

cortex (involved in motor coordination) and 

parts of the prefrontal cortex (involved in self-

awareness and self-control)

—Dr. Jessica Stern (Ph. D.)
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http://synaptic density peaks in your toddler’s prefrontal cortex.
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Synapse density over time

Newborn 1 month 9 months 2 years Adult

This means the network of synaptic connections is 

growing dense in your child’s brain. These connections 

are essential for the neural circuits to convey simple 

and complex brain functions. This also improves your 

toddler’s cognitive abilities and understanding of cause 

and effect.



For example, you might find your toddler able to recall 

past events and use them to draw conclusions about 

their present events.

Through their play, interactions with other 

people, and experiences navigating the world, 

your child’s brain is actively making new neural 

connections (synapses).

—Dr. Jessica Stern (Ph. D.)
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“In fact, two-year-olds have twice as many synapses as 

adults! These synapses then get ‘pruned’ down based 

on a simple principle: ‘use it or lose it.’ In other words, 

your toddler’s brain strengthens the neural 

connections that are used repeatedly and trims away 

the connections that aren’t needed,” Dr. Stern says.

At two years, your child’s memory will improve 

noticeably. They’ll be able to recall past events and 

memorize the names of people and things. This is 

happening because of their growing hippocampus.

Ages 2 to 3

Memory

The hippocampus is a seahorse-shaped structure 

deep in the brain that is especially important for 

long-term memory. The volume of the 

hippocampus increases from infancy to 

adolescence, but the greatest growth happens in 

the first years of life.

—Dr. Jessica Stern (Ph. D.)
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She explains that one part of the hippocampus, the 


dentate gyrus is slower to develop and is especially 

important for episodic memory or remembering 

specific events. The cortex (the outer part of the brain) 

is especially slow to grow. It is essential for all aspects 

of the memory process, from encoding and 

consolidation to storage and retrieval. “As the 

hippocampus and the cortex develop connections to 

‘talk’ to one another, it becomes easier for children to 

remember events.”

Dr. Stern’s tip for parents

The connections between the hippocampus and 

the cortex are still developing at age two to three, 

and remembering things for more than a few 

days may be challenging—be patient and trust 

that your child is still learning things and growing 

their brain.
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Cognitive development refers to your toddler’s ability 

to learn, think, and solve problems. The part of your 

toddler’s brain responsible for their cognitive 

development is their frontal lobe, which is directly 

behind their forehead.



It’s essential to remember that every child is unique 

and develops at their own pace. So if your neighbor’s 

toddler is doing something that your toddler can’t, try 

not to jump to any conclusions.

Cognitive Development Milestones 
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Here are some cognitive milestones for two-year-olds

 Start imitating more adult-like complex activities 

like playing house, pretending to do the dishes or 

laundry while playing, and taking care of their dolls

 Start symbolic play. You may find them using a 

block and pretending to drive it around like a car or 

taking a card and using it like an airplane

 They can follow two to three directions.

 They can identify their reflection in the mirror and 

tell you who it is by saying their name.
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 They start identifying pictures in a picture book. 

Introducing them to as many picture books as 

possible might be a good idea. This will help in 

building their neural connections

 Can sort objects by category like animals, flowers, 

toys, plants, etc

 Stack rings according to increasing and decreasing 

size

 If they are handy with a crayon, they might be able 

to draw some shapes if you teach them how to do 

it

 Follows warnings. For example, if you warn them 

not to touch hot objects like a burning candle or a 

stove, they’ll listen to your instructions

 Can point to people and things like “mama,” “dada,” 

and “doggie” when you ask them.
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Dr. Stern’s tip for parents

As children become more independent, they will 

show you what their interests are. Notice who 

and what they like to play with, what they ask 

questions about, what sounds and music they 

like, and what captures and holds their attention. 

Nurturing your child’s curiosity and interests (for 

example, by answering their many, many 

questions) plants the seeds for independent 

thinking and a love of learning.

Emotional Development 

Milestones

The biggest (and infamous) emotional development at 

two years is your child’s shifting temper. 



Temper tantrums are much more common at this age 

because your toddler doesn’t have the ability to 

express the more complex emotions and thoughts 

they are experiencing at this stage
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Children’s brains do not yet have mature connections 

between regions involved in emotional reactions (e.g., 

the amygdala) and those involved in managing those 

emotions (e.g., the prefrontal cortex). 



“Instead, children need YOU to serve as their mature 

prefrontal cortex,” Dr. Stern explains.

Toddlers throw temper tantrums in part because 

they don’t yet have the tools to handle strong 

emotions by themselves. Because they don’t 

have the verbal ability to express what they’re 

feeling in words, they may feel powerless or 

frustrated. Or they may be experiencing a mix of 

emotions (tired from skipping a nap, but also 

wanting to keep up with an older sibling) that 

combine and become overwhelming.

—Dr. Jessica Stern (Ph. D.)
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Here are some common social and emotional 

milestones that your tot will reach between two to 

three years

 They show a strong attachment to their parents or 

caregiver. This often leads to them demanding 

attention from them. They might act up if they don’t 

get this attention right away

 They start noticing other playmates in the daycare 

or while playing in a park. They may start joining 

them. If your toddler has started daycare, it might 

be a great time to start having playdates

 They might play with their usual playmates but not 

easily share toys with them

 Often calms down when you leave them if they 

notice their playmates around.

Dr. Stern’s tips for parents

You can serve as your child’s mature prefrontal 

cortex by:

 Providing physical comfort to help children 

calm down (hugs, holding them on your lap, 
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rhythmic motion such as rocking or stroking). 

Note that not all children like to be touched 

when upset, so it’s essential to gauge your 

child’s needs.

 Helping children name what they’re feeling 

and why (“Are you a little tired and sad you 

can’t play with your brother?”)

 Modeling coping skills, like taking deep 

breaths together

 Offering alternative plans and future thinking 

(“How about taking a nap now, so you can 

have more energy and more fun playing with 

your brother?”)



Remember that your toddler can’t hear your 

lectures or reasoning until they’ve been soothed. 

A good rule is “safety first”—help your child feel 

safe and get to a place of physical calm. Then try 

reasoning with them.
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Motor Development Milestones

Your two-year-old’s gross motor skills (that use large 

muscles like legs, arms, and neck) and fine motor skills 

(that use small muscles like hands and fingers) show 

significant development. This can be attributed to the 

growth of their cerebellum.



Some gross motor skills milestones include

 Your toddler can now climb up and go down a 

toddler slide on their own

 They can jump in place with both their feet

 They can pedal a tricycle on their own.

 If you hold one of their hands, they can walk up and 

down the stairs. They can even jump from the last 

step

 Catch a large ball.



Some fine motor skills milestones include

 They can hold a crayon between their thumb and 

fingers

 While earlier they could scribble on a piece of paper 

(and sometimes even your wallpaper), now they 

can copy a circle, draw a cross, along with vertical 

and horizontal lines.
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 Just draw one on paper and watch them imitate it 

on their own

 They can snip and cut with safety scissors.

 Build a tower by stacking up to nine blocks

 They can string together half-an-inch-sized beads

 They can put on some clothes without your help, 

like pulling their pants up and down.



Other than these motor development milestones, your 

child can also use a fork and spoon, brush their teeth 

with your help, and put their toys and clothes in their 

right place.

Your toddler’s speech and language development 

becomes more evolved in their second year. There are 

significant developments in their Broca’s area (located 

in the frontal lobe, associated with speech ability)  and 

Wernicke’s area (located in the temporal lobe, just 

behind the ears). The latter is associated with 

understanding and processing speech and words. 

Speech Development Milestones
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Sound is also processed in the Wernicke’s area.



These developments in the brain show up as the 

following milestones in your toddler

 Your toddler now has a word for nearly everything 

around them. They start using two to three-word 

phrases to talk. For example, “My doll, and “Where 

Daddy?

 By the time they reach their third birthday, your 

toddler will start talking in a way that you and most 

people around them will be able to comprehend

 They’ll start identifying themselves as “I, me, my” 

and can convey a sense of possession. For example, 

if you pick up one of their toys and pretend to keep 

it, they might say “Mine!” to let you know it belongs 

to them

 Start understanding the difference between 

opposites like “big and small” and “up and down.

 They’ll start understanding two-step instructions 

like “Get your shoes and put them here.

 They’ll say their first name when asked

 They’ll learn to say lots of words (typically 200 to 

250 words by age 2, and much more by age 3) 
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Tips for parents

 When you're chatting with your toddler, ask 

them follow-up questions whenever they tell 

you something

 For example, if they point out flowers while 

walking in a park ("Mommy, look, flowers!") 

first, you can acknowledge them ("Yes, such 

pretty flowers")

 Then, ask a question. For example, "Do you 

like flowers?" or "Do you know which color are 

these flowers?

 This back and forth conversation engages 

your toddler's mind and helps build their 

vocabulary and conversational skills.

Keep in mind that these milestones for 

neurotypical children may look very different if 

your child is neurodivergent (e.g., on the autism 

spectrum). Be open to the unique ways your 

child communicates with you, including their 

gestures, sounds, and facial expressions.

—Dr. Jessica Stern (Ph. D.)
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Changes in Sleep Patterns

At two years, your toddler will start progressing toward 

adult-like sleeping patterns.

But it isn’t just about quantity—your toddler must also 

have good sleep quality. 


“Good-quality sleep is vital for healthy brain 

development, especially your toddlers’ learning, mood, 

and memory. Sleep has been linked to developments 

in young children’s functional brain connectivity 

(measured using EEG coherence),” says Dr. Stern.



Many factors like stress, family conflict, travel, illness, 

and changes in routine can disrupt toddlers’ sleep. 

Notice and respond to your toddler’s signals that they 

might be tired (including crankiness).

The  recommends 11 to 14 hours of sleep 

per day for 1- to 2-year-olds and 10 to 13 hours 

per day for 3- to 5-year-olds (including naps).

CDC

—Dr. Jessica Stern (Ph. D.)
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Separation anxiety might peak in some toddlers, so 

you might want to start using  to 

comfort them. “You may find that your toddler resists 

going to sleep at night, protests when separating from 

caregivers before bed, and may have increased fears 

at night. This is perfectly normal.”


red-based night lights

Dr. Stern’s tip for parents

Caregivers can help by sticking to a regular sleep 

schedule, getting kids to play outside during 

daylight hours, limiting screen time before bed, 

and implementing a bedtime ritual that your 

child finds comforting. Work with your child to 

make their sleep environment feel safe (e.g., 

closing closet doors, providing stuffies, adding a 

night light if desired). 
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Conclusion

Before your child’s third birthday, they will cross the 

first 1,000 days of their life. How their brain develops 

during this time will form the foundation of their 

lifelong experiences. 



We covered the journey of how your baby’s brain 

develops from a few neurons in the womb to 80% of 

their adult brain by the time they are three years old. 

We learned that even though you can’t see what’s 

happening inside your child’s brain, there are 

milestones that you can look for to know how your 

little one’s brain is developing.



We hope this guide helped you understand what you 

can do to help your child’s brain flourish, from 

nutrition to care and important milestones to sleep 

(Cradlewise has you covered ther
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