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T here’s nothing as helplessly dependent as a 
newborn human. Yet in about one year, most 
parents can attest, that same small person 

can learn to manipulate the most educated adults to 
do his bidding. His brain is the busiest it will ever be, 
making sense of a new world and laying the 
groundwork for a lifetime of learning and 
achievement. Its size will double within that first 
year, but its learning and development are beyond 
measure.

Developmental specialist Pearl Gold, M.S.Ed, who has 
been involved in early intervention for the past 25 
years, offers a detailed look at the cognitive 
development that occurs during the earliest formative 
years. As she shares major skills and milestones, it 
becomes apparent that there are really just a few key 
skill sets, and the milestones represent increasing 
levels of sophistication within each area. In general, 
as long as children are steadily continuing to learn, 
you can be pretty sure they’re on the right track.

rowing 
Awareness

Learning and cognition begin with an awareness of 
the world. Babies’ senses begin to activate even 
before birth, but over the first weeks of life 
everything comes into sharper focus.

Because infants can’t tell us what they are observing, 
our first clues come from baby’s face and eyes. A 
baby who appears alert and engaged is one who is 
ready to learn about himself and his environment. 
Over the following months, his emotions begin to 
demonstrate his growing awareness, as he responds 
to experiences with excitement or fear. You’ll be 
able to tell when he notices the differences 
between faces because he will show 
his preference for Mommy and 
other familiar caregivers 
and a distaste for 
strangers.

Cognitive Development in babies
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aby on 
the Move

As babies’ motor skills improve, 
they gain new ways of interacting 
with and exploring their world. We, 
in turn, gain a new mode of insight 
into their thoughts, as we can see 
them reaching, grasping and 
eventually manipulating objects as 
they learn. In their first year, babies 
explore things in their 
environments by mouthing, 
shaking and banging them. The 
knowledge they gain from these 
sensory experiences paves the way 
to higher-level cognition.

With his increased motor skills, 
baby now has the power to make 
things happen in a way he never 
did before. He begins to observe 
cause and effect when objects 
move in response to his touch. 
While at first accidental, he soon 
learns to purposefully swat at a 
mobile or light-up toy. He has 
learned to use a means to an end, 
the essential approach to all 
problem-solving.

At 6 months, problem-solving 
could mean pulling at an object to 
draw it closer. By a year, she will 
likely have learned a range of 
exciting ways to use this skill — 
like throwing her dinner overboard 
to bring Mommy running over.

ut of Sight, 
Kept in Mind

One key realization babies need to master is object 
permanence. During early infancy, objects appear within and 
disappear from baby’s line of vision with no apparent rhyme or 
reason. As baby becomes more aware of the people and 
objects around him, and as his brain’s capacity for 
memory develops, he begins to realize that things 
continue to exist even when he can’t see 
them. By 9 months of age, your baby 
will probably start looking for a 
toy that has been hidden or 
dropped.

aby See, 
Baby Do
While his senses are 

working out the world around him, 
Baby is also developing another 
important learning strategy: imitation. 
Imitation is a great way to learn from 
another person at any stage of life, and 
it’s especially useful for a tiny human 
with no experience of his own. Because 
his abilities are much less developed 
than yours, don’t expect a precise 
reflection of your gestures or sounds — 
any attempt to imitate you is a positive 
sign that your baby is heading in the 
right direction.
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    he Second Year
Now that your 1-year-old baby has dabbled in all the foundational 
cognitive skills — object permanence, cause and effect, means to 
an end, and imitation — he will continue to refine and develop 
those same skills in the next couple of years, in addition to adding 
some new tricks.

While your infant may have experimented with imitation, your 
1-year-old will be doing it more consistently and accurately. By 
the end of the year, he will likely be imitating your style in 
pretend cooking and childcare.

While your infant may have explored objects by dumping them 
out of their containers, now she will likely experiment with 
putting them back in as well. Over time, this will result in 
growing concepts of size and shape, such as when she 
starts to realize that she can place the smaller cup inside 
the larger one and not vice versa. Eventually, she will 
even be able to use shape sorters and simple puzzles.

If the first year taught her to recognize objects in her 
world, during the second year she will show you 
that she understands what they are used for — by 
attempting to use a comb on her hair or roll a toy 
car across the floor. As she develops this skill 
further, around 18 months old, she will begin 
combining more than one object in her play 
— perhaps putting the mentchie into the car 
before rolling them together. She will start 
to recognize and point to familiar objects in 
simple pictures and books, instead of only in 
real life.

By the end of this year, your toddler will be 
familiar enough with her surroundings and 
routine to appreciate the humor in the 
unusual. Enjoy a good laugh with 
her when you make a 
mistake or do 
something 
silly.

Here’s a new skill parents will like: 
Your 1-year-old should be 
developing the ability to follow your 
directions. Starting with simple 
instructions to her like “give me” or 
“come,” baby will probably be 
taking cues from your body 
language and gestures as much as 
your words. Over the next few 
months, she will begin to 
understand your directions even 
without gestural cues. By 2 years 
old, she can probably follow simple 
two-step directions. Enjoy it; this 
may be the last time your child gets 
a thrill out of doing what you say.
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   nto the Future 
He’s already had some time to get comfortable 
with himself and his world — the next big leap for 
your 2-year-old is all about growing social skills. 
Any cognitive shortcomings that have gone 
unnoticed before now are likely to come to the 
fore, because social interaction requires so many 
skills to be combined. Children in their third year 
begin to learn about taking turns and considering 
other children’s input in their play and 
interactions.

His other skills have also blossomed. By 3 years of 
age, you can barely recognize his humble baby 
beginnings. On the other hand, if any of those little 
baby steps didn’t develop well, their absence 
likewise becomes greater and more noticeable.

There’s no distinct line dividing 2-year-old 
cognitive skills from 1- or 3-year-old skills. Rather, 
they are gradually getting more advanced. She 
used to enjoy turning pages and looking at 
pictures, but now she can attend as you read 
through a simple book. She can follow more 
complex directions now, with multiple steps. She 
can follow her daily routines and generally knows 
what to expect.

She’s able to play like a big kid now, so she will 
learn to engage herself in independent play for 
longer periods of time (think in minutes). By the 
end of her third year, she will probably be building, 
drawing and creating things — even if you aren’t 
quite sure what they are. Her pretend play will 
grow more sophisticated, including imaginative 
scenarios that go beyond “feeding the baby.” She 
may devise her own playthings, using her 
imagination or a building block when she needs a 
bottle for her doll.



Language should also be 
burgeoning by now. The ability to 
understand your language was already 
a big part of your child’s growth in 
learning, understanding the world and 
following directions. Now he begins to 
understand concepts that go beyond simple 
objects and actions — at some point this year, 
he should be able to understand simple 
prepositions such as on and off, in and out, 
and descriptions such as big and little.

By this third year, he should be ready to move 
beyond labeling objects and simple actions. 
Early in the year, you may notice he is now 
able to answer simple questions, such as 
“what” or “where.” By the end of the year, he 
will probably be asking questions of his own — 
which will become another tool for learning. 
He will begin to describe what’s going on in his 
life — by the end of the year, you may have 
your own news reporter in the house!

Around this time, some parents start to look 
out for color and shape recognition. Rest 
assured that most 2-year-olds are not 
accurately identifying colors and shapes. 
Instead, they first show their growing 
awareness of these concepts by 
matching things that are similar, 
even without knowing what 
they are called. As they 
approach 3 years of age, 
they may also be able 
to match more 
complex pictures.

and interest in the environment, imitation, 
purposefulness. Here is what it might look 
like if those are not falling into place:

4 months: 
• Not smiling socially

9 months: 
•  Does not look for something he was 

using that dropped

12 months: 
•  Does not attempt to imitate you in any 

way
•  Appears unaware or uninterested in 

people

18 months: 
•  Unable to follow even simple directions 

(“come”)
•  Does not generally know names of 

objects
•  Does not show understanding of what 

familiar everyday objects are used for

24 months: 
• Lacks language
•  Unable to engage in an activity for a few 

minutes at a time
•  Play is repetitive or nonfunctional (e.g. 

scatters toys instead of using them)
•  Doesn’t seem to understand what’s going 

on or comprehend consequences

hen 
Something’s 
Not Right

We’ve just journeyed through a typical first three years, 
but what happens when something goes awry in the 
complex process of cognitive development? What 
might signal that an early intervention evaluation is 
warranted?

Because even healthy children develop at different 
rates, we’re looking not at specific actions but for signs 
of the fundamental skills described above: awareness 
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Note About 
Motor Delays

Motor skills and cognitive skills are very intertwined, 
especially in the first year of life. The relationship goes 
both ways: Babies use their motor skills to express or 
act on the cognitive skills they already have, but they 
also use their motor skills to develop new cognitive 
skills. 

The better a child can navigate within his environment, 
the better he is able to learn from it. Therefore, a child 
with motor delays may be at risk for some cognitive 
delay as well. At the same time, it is possible for a baby 
to perform poorly on an assessment due to motor 
delays when in fact cognition is intact. After all, a baby 
can’t tell you what he is thinking — he can only show 
you through movement. And if his movement is 
impaired, then it will be harder to tell whether or not 
his cognition is functioning as it should.

      hat can I do?
You might be wondering why this article hasn’t told 
you how to actually raise a cognitively healthy baby. 
The good news is that babies come wired to develop all 
these incredible skills on their own. You do not need to 
buy any special toys, books or CDs to make your child 
smarter. 
 
What do they need, then?

Water, food, shelter, clothes and… YOU.

Talk to them. 
Read to them.
Play with them.
Love them. 

Pearl Gold, MS Ed. has been involved in Early 
Intervention for 25 years. She has worked with Challenge 
since its very first Early Intervention class, and now 
evaluates babies and toddlers to determine eligibility for 
NYC Early Intervention services. 
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