
The 
Importance of 
Experiences 

in Infancy 
for Later 
Learning

Ross A. Thompson
University of California, Davis



BLOOMING PRUNING

hello baby

你好宝贝

bonjour bébéשלו ם ת ינוק 

hola bebé

Привет ребенка

赤ちゃんこんにちは

γειά σου μωρό

cześć kochanie
hallo Baby

hej barn

ciao bambino

hujambo mtoto

alo ti bebe
halo bayi

สวัสดีเด็กน้อย

körpə salam

Hei baby
Olá bebê

alo ti bebe

hola nadó bebek merhaba

مرحبا طفل
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Self-regulation

Higher cognitive
functions

Language

Sensory
(seeing, hearing)

FIRST TWO YEARS

Blooming

Pruning

Self-regulation develops very slowly

Dorsolateral prefrontal
cortex

LIMITED SELF REGULATION



EXCITED BY NOVELTY

CAPTIVATED BY IMMEDIATE EXPERIENCE



THINKING IS FOCUSED RATHER THAN WIDE-RANGING

© Disney

EMOTION



To summarize . . . 
Why is babies' thinking different from the thinking of adults?

• self-regulation is limited, so they have poorer control 
over attention, thinking, behavior, impulses, and 
emotions

• their minds areexcited by novelty (it’s why they learn so 
quickly) -- and so much of the world is new to them!

• they are captivated by immediate experience, and 
devote less attention to the wider context

• thinking is focused rather than broad

• emotions can motivate learning, but they can easily 
interfere with it

What does this mean for us?



?
??

www.parentdish.co.uk



emergent curriculum

discovery-based learning
inquiry-based learning
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• Shared experiences that are rich with language and 
concepts

• Language in the context of warm, responsive social 
interaction ("serve and return")

• Storybook reading, conversations about the child's 
experiences and interests, play

• Eliciting the child's language use

• Mind-mindedness – labeling and talking about the child's 
internal experience: intentions, feelings, goals, thoughts, 
expectations

• Warm, sensitively responsive care

• Assistance with self-regulation through developmentally 
appropriate expectations and guidance with transitions

• Supporting self-regulation by structuring the child's 
experience through your own participation and prompts

• Patience with the young child



Thanks!
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