
12 Where is the  instruction manual?

Where is the  
instruction manual?
When asked what they would wish for most, new parents invariably answer: 

Sleep, and an instruction manual.

When the eagerly-awaited bundle of joy is finally placed in your arms, you 

are often overwhelmed with the most intense feelings of helpless frustration, 

precisely because babies don’t come with instruction manuals. And should 

you be charged with caring for someone else’s infant, these feelings are com-

pounded by the responsibility you feel towards the biological parents. When 

you purchase a new kettle, TV, patio set or even instant noodles, they’re accom-

panied by complete instructions. But what about the instructions on: How to 

raise your beautiful new baby? What are the do’s and don’ts? Where do you 

start and what must you watch out for? 

Becoming, and being, a mom or dad, represents one of the most valuable 

and meaningful investments in time, energy and money you will ever make! But 

how do you go about it?

The moment you become a parent, you become an artist. Artists have vision, 

they have passion, they sculpt and they form. Artists tweak a little here and add 

a little there. They don’t always know exactly how to, but their instinct leads 

them to rework the raw materials into a final product nobody has ever seen.

Being a mom or a dad, or a substitute caregiver, may be compared to being 

an artist. Have vision, be passionate, trust your instincts and you will sculpt and 

form the character and future of a walking ’piece of art‘.

BabyGym is a guide to thinking about the basics to ensure that your millen-

nium baby grows up as a happy, confident, whole-brain child.
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A BABY'S PERSPECTIVE

During natural development in utero, baby’s every need is being met – baby 

is safe, warm, being fed and needs no cleaning. It is surrounded by Mom’s 

rhythmic heartbeat and the soothing sounds of her breathing and digestion 

(if she doesn’t have indigestion or heartburn!). The baby feels at one with the 

world and confident about its role in it. In the absence of competition the baby 

cannot be compared, evaluated, labelled or judged as being different. 

A baby in utero just is. 

But the moment a baby is born, this peaceful existence is shattered. What a 

shock – lights are blinding, air is cold, sounds are loud and jarring, material on 

the skin feels strange and Mom is no longer constantly and comfortingly right 

there. Just imagine yourself in such a situation …

Wouldn’t you feel abandoned and all alone, as though everything you hold 

dear has been ripped away? You would feel afraid and very vulnerable. You 

BabyGym_2016_Edition.indd   13 2017/08/29   5:43 AM



14 Where is the instruction manual? 

would probably yell your head off if someone should smack you on the buttocks 

to ensure you clear your passageways of any amniotic fluid! Can you imagine 

how bewildering it must be? Remember, you have never seen another human 

being, you have never looked at yourself in a mirror (for all you know you are 

one big round ball!).

Talk about stress levels – a newborn baby’s stress levels would probably 

be comparable to those of an adult experiencing several major life-changing 

events simultaneously!

Luckily, a human baby’s brain always comes to the rescue. Very soon the 

brain receives impulses to adapt to the new surroundings by developing the 

ability to recognise Mom’s smell while focusing the eyes and adjusting the 

hearing to register Mom’s and Dad’s faces and voices. 

The moment you can pick Mom and Dad out from others, you have a sta-

bilising anchor amongst all the impressions and changes. You feel safe once 

again. 

Or at least until you experience your first pangs of hunger – remember, 

in utero you had a constant on-line food supply. Can you imagine feeling a 

strange, uncomfortable sensation more or less in the middle of your body and 

not knowing what it means? Because you can only know what you have expe-

rienced, and talk about what you have labelled, how frightening hunger pangs 

must be – not to mention the sensation of wetting your nappy or burping. It is 

no wonder that in therapy people often deal with a rebirthing process to mini-

mise the trauma stemming from birth!

It is not only the baby who experiences shock – being a first-time parent is 

an ambivalent experience: you feel excited, proud and grateful, but also help-

less, vulnerable and frustrated because you can’t communicate with your baby 

and do not understand your baby’s language. Substitute caregivers may also be 

concerned that they lack the instinctive feel for what the baby wants.
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BABY LANGUAGE IS BODY LANGUAGE

Babies talk, but not in words. Babies communicate through movement, actions 

and a variety of cries. They want to help you care for them by expressing their 

needs, because development and learning are about the fulfilment of needs. 

All learning is about the need to survive. The need to survive as a human being 

is driven by:

• the need to be somebody, and 

• the need to be accepted by others.

To satisfy these two driving needs, the brain comes to the rescue. 

Baby language is body language

The brain comes to the rescue because needs evoke intense spurts of enthu-

siasm that trigger the brain to respond by creating neurochemical pathways to 

fulfil the need to be fed, cleaned, burped and held. Because these needs were 

automatically met in utero, the brain now has to develop new skills and abilities 

to have these requirements met.
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The sensory-motor process:  

The outside senses are stimulated 

by sounds, sights, smells and taste, 

while bodily position, muscle ten-

sion and movement are perceived 

through the inside senses. The 

little girl employs her muscles to sit 

upright, hold the building block and 

move it around.

How does the brain know what to respond to and what to develop? It knows 

as a result of a complex sensory-motor process. Sensory process refers to the 

baby’s outside and inside senses. Outside senses are those that respond to 

what is happening in the environment – touch, smell, taste, hearing, sight – 

while inside senses are those that respond to what is happening inside the 

body, and include the proprioceptive (for the detection of the motion or posi-

tion of the body or a limb), vestibular (balance) and kinesthetic systems. Motor 

process refers to action – through movement, sound or speech. 

In utero the baby felt at one with Mom, and Mom was her whole world. The 

moment the baby is born, she is separated from Mom/the world and desper-

ately needs a way of reconnecting to feel safe and secure. This is where the 

baby’s innate sensory-motor capacity comes to the rescue. Once it is stimulated 

and developed, the sensory-motor system acts as a communication network, 

linking the baby and the environment.

The workings of the sensory-motor system is illustrated by the example of 

you encouraging your little one to wave to Granny and Grandpa when they take 

their leave after a visit. You know your child can wave, but there is no response 
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… No matter how many times you prompt, still no response. It’s only once they 

have disappeared round the corner that the little hand starts waving! What 

happened? Why are baby’s responses so slow?

Did you know?
The brain is an infi nite reservoir of potential that lies dormant 

until a need is developed. 

IT'S ALL IN THE  NEUROCHEMICAL WIRING

When all goes well during the pregnancy, the brain of a newborn baby retains 

the structural and  developmental genes that it was endowed with at concep-

tion to programme the building and  development of the brain. 

 Brain building occurs through the division of  neurons (the cells that carry the 

messages between parts of the brain through  biochemical reactions to receive, 

process and transmit  information). When a baby is born the brain has dramati-

cally more neurons than it will ever have later in life. Thereafter, the unused 

neurons start dying: lack of exercise results in them atrophying and fading away. 

Did you know?

Babies have more  brain cells than adults.

Even though the number of neurons starts decreasing after the fi rst year, 

the brain is continuously expanding.  Brain growth is the result of the genetic 

programme within these neurons, which means that every baby is born with a 

programme to succeed and prosper in life!

This  genetic programme instructs the neurons to increase in size and to 

send out many branches to make connections, called  synaptic connections, 
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with other neurons. Some of this branching and connecting is genetically pro-

grammed to happen in utero (survival patterns like heartbeat, breathing, and 

some of the reflexes), but most of the connecting happens at a tremendous 

pace once a baby is born. These branches (dendrites and axons) and their pro-

tective cellular wrapping (myelin) are what causes the several-fold increase in 

brain size and mass between birth and adulthood. Because of the many different 

branches reaching out from each neuron, messages can be received (sensory 

input) and sent (motor output) to many other neurons simultaneously. The more 

the synaptic connections are exercised, the stronger and more stable they will 

become. Current research indicates that these neurochemical networks enable 

feeling, thought and skills.

Now this is where the struggle and needs referred to earlier come in. When 

babies sense needs such as a hunger pang, a dirty nappy or a desire to wave 

to Grandpa and Grandma, they want their needs satisfied immediately. This 

impatience creates a sense of excitement, which signals to the brain that a 

response is needed, and the branching of neurons is activated. But branching 

is no simple task. It is like walking through dense bushes – a way needs to be 

forged and forging takes time! When baby hears you say, “Wave to Grandpa 

and Grandma”, an impulse is received by the ear and sent to the brain. It can 

only get to the brain if there is a network connecting the outer ear to the hearing 

centres in the brain. Now the brain processes the instruction to wave (if there is 

a supporting network to think) and sends an instruction to the hand to respond. 

If a baby has not yet discovered her hands, she cannot wave. As strange as it 

may sound, babies are not born with the knowledge that they have hands and 

that they can control their hands! Babies need to discover their hands, build 

networks between the brain and hands and then learn to control the hands via 

these neurochemical networks before they can wave. No wonder human babies 

have the longest childhood of all living beings – they need their childhood to 

develop the supporting structures and networks to enable them to read, write 

and solve problems later in life.

BabyGym_2016_Edition.indd   18 2017/08/29   5:43 AM



19BabyGym - Brain and body gym for babies

Networks and  

connections  

at birth

Networks and  

connections at  

three months

It is stimulation and development of this sensory-motor loop that later result in 

babies experiencing their surroundings, reaching milestones and developing 

the whole brain.

Your baby, like all babies, starts life as an active and eager learner with an 

innate desire to explore and discover, and you can help this process along with 

love and stimulation.
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Experience means being fully aware of something through employing all of 

the senses. Therefore, stimulating your baby's senses is the first step in waking 

up the sensory-motor system. Every moment of the day your baby’s skin, nose, 

mouth, ears and eyes are stimulated by the environment which aids the devel-

opment of her outside senses. These senses are called outside senses because 

they collect impressions and sensations from outside of the baby and bring 

them into the baby’s awareness to create experiences.

Babies can only learn what they have experienced
No experience = no learning

Limited experience = limited learning

Plenty of experience = plenty of learning

Babies don’t only want to know what is happening outside of their bodies, but 

also what is happening inside the body. The brain needs sensory input from 

inside the body to be able to act on a baby’s needs. To feel safe and secure your 

baby needs to be able to sense himself and where he is in space. Sensing the 

self means being aware of pleasure, contentment, fullness, hunger, pain, tired-

ness, discomfort, whether it is upside down, falling, in danger and much more. 

Sensory input from inside the body is produced by the inside senses. The inside 

senses include proprioception (where the body is in space), balance (vestibular 

system) and the sense of movement (kinesthesia).

One tends to take so many skills for granted that it is mind-boggling to 

think that a baby doesn’t know where he is in space (spatial orientation). Being 

born is like moving from a rural farm to a big city. You don’t know where you 

are or what is where. To orientate yourself, you need a fixed point of reference 

(address or landmark), a map and some directions and then the opportunity to 

just get out there and do it. 
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Your newborn baby needs exactly the same help as a relocated adult: he needs 

a fixed point of reference, a map/some directions and then the opportunity to 

get out there and do it. BabyGym is a simple and practical guide on:

1. How to establish a fixed point of reference (baby's body map);

2. How to draw a map and give directions (link between brain and muscles); and

3. How to create opportunities for baby to get out there and do it.

These three steps will be applied in BabyGym to optimally stimulate your 

baby’s body and sense of self, language development, emotions and thinking 

– making every available moment count. The same principles underlying the 

brain and body exercises for improving and maintaining the fitness of the 

adult brain (see the books Mind Moves® and Mind Dynamix®) are applied for 

developing and exercising the infant brain. As a matter of fact, research has 

shown that infant movement develops the brain. More and more health and 

fitness professionals are starting to mimic infant movement as part of their pro-

grammes to improve strength, co-ordination and control.
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STIMULATION IS BRAIN FOOD

A baby would rather learn than eat, because learning comes naturally to a child. 

However, children do need abundant stimulation, exposure and experience to 

excite the senses and the brain to enable them to learn with ease.

Scientists have discovered that a baby’s environment not only serves as a 

favourable context for development, but that a stimulating environment may 

be seen as the food that determines how the brain will grow through forming 

its networks. New technology can determine and map how the sounds babies 

make, the songs they hear, and the games they play have a direct impact on 

which connections and networks will form the intricate brain circuitry that they 

carry with them into school as children, and later into adulthood.

Did you know?
The baby’s ‘struggle’, like that of the baby ostrich, is not so much a  

struggle as a drawn-out game played over and over, resulting in the  

mastering of skills and need fulfilment.

BabyGym_2016_Edition.indd   22 2017/08/29   5:43 AM



23BabyGym - Brain and body gym for babies

When a child is stimulated by seeing Mom’s bobbing face, a connection is 

formed between the eyes and brain. Each time a baby sees her Mom’s face, 

that connection is strengthened and, if reinforced often enough, it becomes 

a permanent memory protected for future use by myelin (the fatty sheath sur-

rounding the cellular connections). 

Did you know?
A baby’s recognition of her Mom’s face is hard-wired  

by the third month.

How many times did the baby see Mom’s face before it became permanently 

imprinted in the brain? Probably thousands of times. It is in the repetition of 

actions and the mastery of these actions that the newborn baby’s needs to 

become someone, and to be accepted by others, are being met. The better 
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your baby becomes at a task, the more positive the feedback you give him, the 

more he will glow and grow.

It is the brain’s plasticity that enables babies and children to adapt, change 

and recover from trauma, but you need to catch the windows of opportunity 

when optimal brain wiring can take place. If a baby doesn’t receive certain kinds 

of stimulation within these sensitive time frames, forging connections and net-

works later becomes more difficult. It is never impossible or too late to forge 

connections, but it becomes markedly more difficult.

WHAT IS A WINDOW OF OPPORTUNITY?

A window of opportunity is the prime time (milestones) that marks a little one’s 

developmental progress. For example, sensory-motor skills progress rapidly 

during the first eighteen months, while the window for learning language is the 

first six years.

Four major windows of opportunity exist: 

• Opportunity to develop the body (balance and the senses, neurochemical 

networks, muscle strength, muscle co-ordination);

• Opportunity to develop feelings and emotions;

• Opportunity to develop socially;

• Opportunity to develop language and thinking.
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