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Support for parents and carers

Brain development
through childhood

Your child’s early years shape their lifelong emotional wellbeing. This guide
shares key information about brain development at each stage, helping you
respond in ways that nurture relationships and support emotional health.

Before baby is born

By 18 weeks of pregnancy, your baby’s brain has developed one to two
billion basic cells. Only a small amount are connected at this stage—mainly
those linked to hearing and instinctive responses like searching for food.
That’s why newborns often recognise their mother’s voice and instinctively
search for the breast or bottle to feed.

When baby is born

At Togetherness, we'’re asked: what is more important
for brain development: nature (our genes) or nurture
(how a baby is looked after physically and
emotionally)? The answer is both. Genes lay the
foundation, and the way a baby is cared for affects
how a baby’s brain develops.

In the first three years, the brain is busy forming
connections between cells to help your child manage
their emotional world. These connections are shaped
by everyday experiences—what your baby sees, hears,
feels, tastes and smells.
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Early communication and connection

At birth, babies can already recognise speech rhythms and familiar voices.
They can recognise their mothers voice, and if your partner spoke to the
baby while still in the womb, they’ll likely recognise their voice too.

Vision develops rapidly after birth. Babies begin to match voices with faces,
especially their mother and main carers. Early development of hearing and
vision allows a baby to match the voice and face of the main person caring
for them.

These early experiences of communication
can help build the foundations for language
and emotional connection.

The power of emotional experiences

In the first year, emotional experiences
deeply influence brain development. Your
baby’s brain is constantly receiving and
storing information. To process it, they
sometimes need to pause by turning away,
closing their eyes, or yawning. This isn’t
boredom. The best connections are made
when the baby shuts off the stimulation
from the outside world. It’s essential brain
work.

togetherness.co.uk/learn
Trusted emotional health learning for parents and families 2



TOGETHERNESS NHS

If you wait a few seconds, you will see your baby re-engages when their
brain is ready. These ‘look away’ moments are vital for learning and
continue to be important throughout life. As the baby grows into a child,
teenager and adult, their brain will continue to need this ‘look away’ time as
they learn so that the brain can make the best connections possible.

Once baby’s brain is sure that it has made the connections that it needs to
survive in their physical and emotional environment, the brain strengthens
useful connections and discards others through a process called ‘pruning’.
This helps the brain stay efficient and focused.

Your baby thrives on interaction. Eye contact, smiling, babbling, and gentle
touch all help build strong brain connections. Watch for cues—when your
baby looks away, give them space. When they re-engage, respond warmly.

Simple actions like smiling and chatting teach your baby about turn-taking
and communication, helping baby begin to learn how to have a two-way
conversation. These moments help shape their emotional resilience and
confidence.

Childhood: Building on the early years

By age two, your child’s brain has as many
connections as an adult’s. Most of the core
foundations—those early building blocks—are
formed in the first three years. These connections
shape how your child learns, feels and relates to
others.
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From ages three to 10, the brain continues to grow, but at a steadier pace.
During this time, it’s busy storing memories and reorganising emotional and
learning experiences from earlier years.

Children still need moments of pause, just like babies do, to help their brains
process new information. Instead of turning away, they might glance at the
floor, stop what they’re doing or seem distracted for a moment. These
pauses are part of how they learn.

The number of connections a child creates in the brain as they enter
adulthood can be affected by the emotional and physical experiences they
have a small child. Positive, nurturing interactions can increase brain
connections by up to 25%, helping your child build resilience, confidence
and emotional resilience.

Teenagers: A second wave of rapid brain growth

As your child begins puberty, your teenager’s brain enters a second major
growth phase which is similar in intensity to the first three years of

life. This rapid development can affect emotions,

decision-making, sleep and communication.

Emotions and decision-making

Teenagers may seem more reactive or impulsive.
That’s because their brain is reorganising itself,
and key areas—like the frontal lobe, which
supports reasoning—are still developing. This can
make decision-making more challenging for
teenagers and lead to choices that feel
spontaneous or risky.
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