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Let’s Begin at the Beginning… 
 

All babies are born with the same amount 
of grey matter and eagerness to learn. 

 

What can we do to help ensure  
that each baby has the very best  

chance to succeed? 
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Baby’s First Years Last a Lifetime… 

The first 1000 days in a baby’s life is a period 
of great growth and development. 

 

Parents are the key to unlocking this 
extraordinary potential, through the  

provision of nourishment and stimulation. 
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 Nourishment – Breast is Best 
 
The art of breastfeeding and the consumption  
of breastmilk optimize a baby’s physical, 
emotional, and intellectual growth, providing 
baby with nutrition, security and stability.  

 Words -- Linguistic Nutrition 
 
Interacting with a baby helps: maximize brain 
growth,  promote curiosity, and  keeps them 
engaged. 
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Breastfeeding rates vary dramatically 
between high and low-income parents. 
Another enormous disparity is in the  
amount and quality of daily verbal  

exchanges these different socio-economic  
groups have with their children. 

A 30 Million Word Gap  

The disparity in verbal engagement 
 

• The differential in the number  
of words a child hears in the first  
three years of life. 
 

• Children with a verbal disadvantage  
struggle with language forever. 
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Anatomy of the Word Gap 

 

• Babies learn through imitation 
    86 to 98% of the words used by each child by the age   
       three were derived from their parents’ vocabularies. 
 

• Fewer words total 
 Words per hour – 600 vs. 800 vs. 2000 

 

• More imperatives 
  Conversation v. command 

 

• Fewer adjectives 
 To describe is to be able to say how we feel 
 

• Fewer positive words 
  Word gap or self-esteem gap? 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Breastfeeding Gap 

• Studies show that low-income mothers are 
far less likely to breastfeed than moms  
with higher incomes. 
 

• A baby’s body and mind need to be nourished     
from day one.  
 

• Breastfeeding provides optimal nutrition for baby    
while promoting engagement and interaction. 
 

• Children who are not breastfed are more likely to  
have lower health and intellectual outcomes. 
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A breastfeeding mom is a happier mom…  

●  Breastfeeding mothers are  
  reported to be more confident  
  and less anxious than bottle- 
  feeding mothers. 

●  Two breastfeeding hormones,  
  oxytocin and prolactin,  
  help mom feel euphoric and  
  calm. 
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A breastfed baby is a getting the best!  

 

 

• Human milk is designed to meet the particular needs of  
human babies. 
 

• A particular mother’s milk is designed to meet the 
particular needs of her baby. 

 

• Commercial formula does not contain all the significant 
ingredients that make up breastmilk. 
 

• Mother’s milk is full of irreproducible nutrients,  
antibodies, hormones, anti-inflammatory components,  
cytokines, white blood cells, active digestive enzymes,  
immunoglobulins, lactose. and growth factors.  
 

• Breastfed babies get sick less often than formula-fed  
babies and when they do get sick, they get less sick, and 
have lower rates of mortality, than formula-fed babies. 
  

• Breastfed babies demonstrate lower levels of stress,  
anxiety, depression, and schizophrenia.  

A breastfed baby is a smarter baby…  

• Breastfeeding promotes normal growth and neurological 
development. 

• Studies have shown a connection between breastfeeding 
and cognitive development. 

• Babies that are breastfed for at least 8 months have a 
lower risk of developing language impairments, higher 
IQ’s at ages 8 and 9, better reading comprehension, 
mathematical skills and scholastic ability  
from ages 10 to 13, higher academic  
achievements in high school. 
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“A millionaire’s baby fed  
  with commercial baby milk  
  has a poorer diet than  
  the poorest family’s baby  
  who is breastfed.” 
 

-- World Health Organization, 1997 

The Achievement Gap  

The persistent disparity of educational measures 
between the performance of groups of students,   
especially groups defined by socioeconomic  
status, race/ethnicity, and gender. 
 

We’ve been studying the  
achievement gap since the  
late 1960’s.  
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Headstart 

The War on Poverty 

Early Headstart 

Affirmative Action 

No Child Left Behind 

Pre-School Reform 

Teacher Education 
Reform 

Reduced Class Size 

Ability Grouping and   
       Tracking 

Standards-based Reforms 

        and so much more... 

 

 

So far, our efforts to narrow 
the gap have failed... 
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The key to lessening these gaps  
is not more educational reforms.  

Rather, we must change the way each  
child learns and is interacted with at home!  

We’ve seen improvements since the 60’s,  

but we’ve stalled 
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In our collective zeal to reform 
schools and close the  

achievement gap,  
we may have lost sight of where 
most learning really happens… 

 at home. 

There is no one right way  
to raise a child, yet across  

income groups, parents are  
doing it quite differently… 
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Research is based on numbers 
in the aggregate. They show 
that a large percentage of 
moms in each of the 
categories share these themes 
and behaviors, but they are 
just statistics.  
 
They don't apply across the 
board and they certainly don't 
tell us anything about a 
particular individual. 

The difference in child rearing 

33% of parents with a high  
school diploma, or less, read 
to their children every day. 

 
Breastfeeding rates at 6 mo., 

for parents with lower 
incomes, were 38% in 2011. 

 
Low income parents are  

more worried about their  
children getting shot. 

 

71% of parents with a 
college degree, or higher, 

say they read to their 
children daily. 

Breastfeeding rates at 6 mo.,  
for parents with higher 

incomes, were 68% in 2011. 

High income parents are 
more worried about their 
children being depressed  

or anxious. 
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Interaction is the connection 

• Early educational interventions are great, 
but we’re not starting early enough 
 

• Neurological development of the brain 
depends on stimulation of all five senses, 
but especially verbal interaction.  
 

• But it’s not just words, children put in 
front of televisions don’t learn. 
 

• It’s not the hearing, it’s not even the 
language - it’s the interaction. 

 

Interaction is crucial— 

Studies show that the use of radio or TV has  

no positive effect on a babies neural development.  
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Still Face 
Experiment: 
Dr. Edward 
Tronick 
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What is happening in the home  

in the first 1000 days? 

Baby is eating— breast vs. bottle 

Baby is listening— every time baby hears  
      a word, neurons fire 

Baby is smelling, touching, watching…  
      neurons fire anytime any of the five senses are activated 

Each time a neuron fires, it strengthens the neural network  
      and the the neurons branch out creating an ever larger  
      network inside the brain. 

The stimulation of all five senses is essential to strong  
      neurological development.  

How is a breastfeeding home different? 

● More interactive 

● Five senses are constantly stimulated  

     (i.e. skin to skin, eye contact, conversation, taste, smell) 

● No bottle propping, which is a practice that allows  

      for  disengagement 

● More frequent feeding 
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Breastfeeding promotes bonding and attachment 

● Oxytocin is produced when a mother breastfeeds, 
this hormone is present when we fall in love and is 
responsible for that devoted feeling a mother develops 
toward her baby.  

○ Leads to more engagement with the child.  

● Breastfed babies feed more often, which means that they 
are being stimulated more  

○ All five senses are stimulated while breastfeeding 
 

Attachment starts with breastfeeding. 
Breastfeeding promotes bonding,  

interaction, and engagement.  
 

“The latest empirical research on both  
early infant relations and on adult optimal 
 health indicates that, as a species, we are 
inherently wired for, and operate best in,  

a state of active, authentic  connectedness…  
Rich authentic connection is one of the most  

salient factors in continued good health,  
outweighing such decisive forces as nutrition,  

exercise, even the absence of smoking.  
We enter life whole and connected,  

and we operate best when richly attached.”  

Terrence Real, How Can I Get Through to You? Reconnecting Men and Women 
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What is keeping 
us from creating 
family life filled 
with interactive, 
rich authentic 
connections  
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What can we  
do to help grow 
healthier, smarter 
kids with large 
vocabularies? 

 

 

 
Teach parents to 

engage and interact.  
 

Increase access  
to books and 

promote reading. 
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Low-Income Moms: Policy Shortfalls 

• Moms need more support than they are currently receiving  

• Many low-income mothers can’t afford to take any more   
     than the shortest of maternity leaves. 

• Pumping at work is typically not an option for  
     low-income mothers.  

• Often there is limited access to quality  
     healthcare.  

• In most cases, mothers working low- 
     income jobs receive no workplace  
     assistance 
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Encourage breastfeeding and…  

“What is it the we human  
beings ultimately depend on?  

We depend on words.  
We are suspended in language.  

Our task is to communicate 
experience and ideas to others.” 

     Niels Bohr 
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Contact Information 

Dia L. Michels 
Platypus Media 
  Resources for Families, Teachers  
  and Parenting Professionals 
725 8th Street, SE 
Washington, DC 20003 
Work Phone: (202) 546-1674 
Cell Phone: (202) 841-9946 
Fax Number: (202) 546-2356 
Dia@PlatypusMedia.com 
www.PlatypusMedia.com 
www.Facebook.com/PlatypusMedia 
http://Twitter.com/PlatypusMedia 
 

http://twitter.com/PlatypusMedia

