Defining “mental development”   Response to Xaviera August 28, 2009

Xaviera,

I was wondering if you could write a little piece, something just over a definition, of mental development. Just a couple of lines, to explain to parents what 'mental development' is.

You do not say what you want this piece for, and that may be just as well. This way you get what comes to my mind. I shall compose a long version first, then cut it back, perhaps a few different ways. 

One reference I am looking at as I work on this is the article I wrote in 1995. Frans helped me by providing the weeks and Adult perspective in Exhibit 15 on page 41. Download here: http://www.livingcontrolsystems.com/insight/content_insight.html
Be sure to read pages 53 and 54. The surrounding pages would be good too. I have posted much but not all of this book on the web. 

Frans has the complete book on the shelf in his office (unless he has given it away, of course). 

Note that for the principles and systems levels, I have no idea how Frans has described the baby's perspective. Chapters 11 and 12 have not yet been translated so I can take them in. I am sure my examples offered at the various levels in the long version can be improved upon.

Well, this is a start.

=====================

1) Long version

By “mental development” and “leaps in mental development” we mean the natural growth of the brain and entire nervous system from a few neurons making connections in the embryo, all the way to the fully functioning brain and nervous system of an adult. 

Just like various physical parts of the body, the brain grows, adds new functionality, and matures. As it does (in stages, on nature’s schedule) the cranium grows, neurons are added, and successively higher perceptual functions emerge. 

When a baby is born, it is perfectly capable of sensing “what”, such as hot, cold, loud, bright, and “how much”, and a baby placed on the mother’s tummy will root around, searching for more warmth, until it finds the hottest spot – the nipple. (That may take the better part of an hour, but the test has been done). We call the “what” and “how much” sensations. 

At about 5 weeks, the baby will sense changes to sensations in its environment. 

By 8 weeks, the baby develops the ability to discern patterns, or configurations, of sensations, such as patterns, edges, texture, posture. 

By 12 weeks, yet another layer of perceptual capability will enable the baby to notice changes to patterns, or transitions. This means movements in general. 

By 19 weeks, periodic changes to patterns can be discerned. We call them events. Examples of events might be waving your hand, shaking a doll, a hug, bouncing, reaching. 

By 26 weeks, your baby will be able to notice relationships among objects, such as “on” the floor, “above” the table, “in front of” mommy. 

By 37 weeks, categories begin to make sense. Categories are to a great extent the logical building blocks of language. “Doll” means any object with certain characteristics in common regardless of variations in shape, clothing, color, hair, materials. “Dog” comes in many sizes and colorings. Same for “babies” and “grown-ups” 

By 46 weeks, baby will discern sequences, simple or repetitive series of events and elements. 

By 55 weeks, baby will recognize programs, in themselves a series of sequences. The routine of having a snack, brushing teeth, changing diaper for the night, listening to a song in mothers lap, then bedding down in the crib, would be one very familiar program. If you change the order, baby may protest. 

By 64 weeks, baby may make additional sense of the world in terms of some principles baby has figured out – regularities in the environment that seem to apply (almost) without exception. If A, then B. 

And by 75 weeks, baby begins to think in terms of systems, made up of any number of principles, that helps you understand the way things are. Examples might be family, your own self, Santa Claus. 

These ten steps of mental development complete what researchers call the sensorimotor period, originally defined by Piaget. One definition offered by Wikipedia reads: “An infant progresses from reflexive, instinctual action at birth to the beginning of symbolic thought toward the end of the stage.”

Each stage or period of mental development described here is accompanied by an initial period of confusion as neural connections in the brain are rearranged. To the baby, this is bewildering. He’s taken aback—everything has changed overnight. It is as if he has woken up on a strange planet. In each case, the baby seeks reassurance, which means “back to mama”. Baby will cling, cry and get cranky. 

The clingy periods alert parents and make them worried, resulting in a more intensive caregiving and interaction with their baby. This facilitates the new learning and helps the baby to make the leap into the new world. 

When parents understand, even before these periods occur, what each of these developments mean for a baby’s understanding of the world around him, and how he uses this understanding to develop the new skills he needs at each stage of his development, they can use this understanding of their baby’s developmental leaps to help him through these often confusing times in his very new life. They will be able to understand better the way their baby is thinking and why he acts as he does at certain times. They will be able to choose the right kind of help as he needs it, and the right kind of environment to help him make the most of every leap in his development.

2) Short version

By “mental development” and “leaps in mental development” we mean the natural growth of the brain and entire nervous system from a few neurons making connections in the embryo, all the way to the fully functioning brain and nervous system of an adult. 

Just like various physical parts of the body, the brain grows, adds new functionality, and matures. As it does (in stages, on nature’s schedule) the cranium grows, neurons are added, and successively higher perceptual functions emerge. 

van de Rijt and Plooij identified ten such periods in the first 20 months of life, during what Piaget called the “Sensorimotor period”, the period when as developmental psychologist J.W. Santrock put it: “An infant progresses from reflexive, instinctual action at birth to the beginning of symbolic thought toward the end of the stage.”

3) Shorter still

By “mental development” or “leaps in mental development” we mean the natural growth of the brain in stages, just like the physical body grows and develops in stages. 
Each stage of development brings additional brain tissue with additional ability to perceive aspects of the world. During the period when the baby struggles to organize and make sense of the new capability, baby is bewildered and clings to mama. Once baby has sorted out the new functionality (days or weeks) he or she will use the newfound capability to try new things and develop new skills. 

Please let me have your feedback. 
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