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Building Baby Brains:  
The Importance of Early Experiences 

Sarah Roseberry Lytle, Ph.D. 
Director of Outreach and Education 

o  Children are exposed to language in the womb 
o  Hours after birth, infants differentiate between 

native and foreign language sounds 

Moon,	
  Lagercrantz	
  &	
  Kuhl,	
  2013	
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Meltzoff	
  &	
  Moore,	
  1977;	
  1983	
  

“It is not only the skills children have when they enter school 
that matter for later success but also the path they followed  
in getting to these skills.” 
	
  
-­‐	
  Rowe,	
  Raudenbush	
  &	
  Goldin-­‐Meadow,	
  2012	
  

o  Experiences prepare children’s brains 
for learning 

o  The ingredients of everyday 
experiences 

o  Early experiences are the building 
blocks for later success 
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Kuhl,	
  2011	
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Speech	
  PercepLon	
  (listening)	
  

Speech	
  ProducLon	
  (speaking)	
  

Imada,	
  Zhang	
  &	
  Kuhl,	
  2006	
  

o  Experiences prepare children’s brains 
for learning 

o  The ingredients of everyday 
experiences 

o  Early experiences are the building 
blocks for later success 

Live	
  Interac6on	
   DVD	
  Session	
   Audio	
  (CD)	
  Session	
  

• 	
  9-­‐month-­‐old	
  SeaSle	
  infants	
  
•	
  NaturalisLc	
  Mandarin	
  Chinese	
  exposure	
  (play	
  &	
  books)	
   
• 	
  12	
  sessions,	
  25	
  minutes	
  each	
  
	
  

Do	
  infants	
  learn	
  to	
  discriminate	
  Mandarin	
  sounds?	
  

Kuhl,	
  Tsao	
  &	
  Liu,	
  2003	
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Kuhl,	
  Tsao	
  &	
  Liu,	
  2003	
  

16 mos. 24 mos. 36 mos. 

C
u

m
u

la
ti

ve
 V

oc
ab

u
la

ry
 (

W
or

d
s)

	
  

Child’s Age (Months)	
  

High SES 
Families	
  

Middle SES 
Families	
  

Low SES 
Families	
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Hart	
  &	
  Risley,	
  1983	
  

Kuhl,	
  1983	
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é	
  Infant-­‐Directed	
  Speech	
  	
  

é	
  Babbling	
  

é Adult-­‐Directed	
  Speech	
  	
  
ê	
  Babbling	
  

Garcia-­‐Sierra	
  et	
  al.,	
  2011;	
  Ramírez-­‐Esparza	
  et	
  al.,	
  2014	
  

é	
  Infant-­‐Directed	
  Speech	
  at	
  12	
  mo.	
  	
  

é	
  Vocabulary	
  at	
  24	
  mo.	
  
=	
  Quality	
  AND	
  Quan6ty	
  

Ramírez-­‐Esparza,	
  García-­‐Sierra	
  	
  &	
  Kuhl,	
  2014	
  	
  	
  

SEE	
  

HEAR	
  

Repacholi	
  &	
  Meltzoff,	
  2007	
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Brooks	
  &	
  Meltzoff,	
  2002	
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Brooks	
  &	
  Meltzoff,	
  2002	
  

Long	
  Lookers	
  +	
  Points	
  

Short	
  Lookers	
  +	
  Points	
  
Long	
  Lookers	
  +	
  No	
  Points	
  

Short	
  Lookers	
  +	
  No	
  Points	
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Saby,	
  Meltzoff	
  &	
  Marshall,	
  2013	
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Saby,	
  Meltzoff	
  &	
  Marshall,	
  2013	
  

Roseberry,	
  Hirsh-­‐Pasek	
  &	
  Golinkoff,	
  2014	
  

Do	
  you	
  remember	
  going	
  to	
  the	
  
doctor	
  like	
  Caillou?	
  

What	
  do	
  you	
  think	
  Caillou	
  will	
  
do	
  at	
  the	
  doctor’s	
  office?	
  

That’s	
  a	
  tongue	
  depressor!	
  Can	
  
you	
  sLck	
  out	
  your	
  tongue	
  like	
  
Caillou?	
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“Ask	
  your	
  child	
  to	
  sort	
  
cans	
  of	
  fruit	
  from	
  cans	
  of	
  

vegetables.”	
  
“Help	
  your	
  child	
  count	
  their	
  

money	
  to	
  pay	
  for	
  the	
  
groceries.”	
  

“Milk	
  comes	
  from	
  a	
  cow.	
  
What	
  else	
  comes	
  from	
  a	
  

cow?”	
  

“Squash”	
  
“Asparagus”	
  

“Dairy”	
  
“Eggplant”	
  

Live	
  
Interac6ons	
  

Quan6ty	
  
of	
  

Language	
  

Quality	
  of	
  
Language	
  
(IDS)	
  

Eye	
  Gaze	
  

Emo6ons	
  

Imita6on	
  

Back-­‐and-­‐
Forth	
  

Interac6ons	
  
Scaffolding	
  

o  Experiences prepare children’s brains 
for learning 

o  The ingredients of everyday 
experiences 

o  Early experiences are the building 
blocks for later success 
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7	
  mo.	
   2	
  yr.	
   4	
  yr.	
  

Reading	
  social	
  cues	
  è	
  
later	
  vocab	
  

5	
  yr.	
  

Speech	
  percepLon	
  è	
  language	
  growth	
  	
   Links	
  to	
  reading	
  readiness	
  at	
  age	
  5	
  

Gray	
  maSer	
  	
  è	
  
Vocabulary	
  

Hearing	
  infant-­‐directed	
  
speech	
  è	
  later	
  vocab	
  

3	
  yr.	
  1	
  yr.	
  

Deniz	
  Can	
  et	
  al.,	
  2013;	
  Brooks	
  &	
  Meltzoff,	
  2008;	
  	
  
Esparza	
  et	
  al.,	
  2014;	
  Kuhl	
  et	
  al.,	
  2005;	
  Lebedeva	
  et	
  al.,	
  2010;	
  	
  

Everyday 
Experiences 

&  
Play 

Understanding  
Emotions 

Communication 
Skills 

Supportive 
Relationships 

ilabs.uw.edu 
 
 

For I-LABS Training Modules: 
ilabs.uw.edu/outreach-modules 

http://www.ilabs.uw.edu
http://www.ilabs.uw.edu/outreach-modules
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