
	

	

 
 

Why the Baby Brain Matters 
 
In 2016, I was commissioned by the Genesis Foundation to research what it really takes for 
a person to thrive from a neuroscience perspective. At the time, I knew practically nothing 
about science or brain development and thought that success was a product of money, 
luck and hard work. But conversations with world-leading scientists would prove me wrong. 
If I wanted to know what it takes for a person to thrive, I needed to explore the very early 
years of life, a critical period in which our brains are built. 
 
One of the first places I visited on my quest to understand the baby brain was the Institute 
for Learning and Brain Sciences in Seattle, where I met Patricia Kuhl, a lively, passionate 
brain scientist. I had already seen her fascinating TED talk and was eager to learn about her 
results. The inside of her high tech lab looked like a futuristic spacecraft, full of computers, 
strange looking robots and an impressive MEG machine, the only non invasive one in the 
world, which allows her to examine the entire brain in action while a child experiences 
language, sight, emotion, or touch.  
 
Each year, Kuhl and her team work with about 4,000 babies under age 5 who sit inside this 
machine, accompanied by their parents, while they run all sorts of experiments on their 
brains. One of them proved that the interactions we – parents and caregivers alike - have 
with them is crucial and actually helps determine the baby’s future.  
 
 “Success has nothing to do with money,” Kuhl said. “It’s about the experiences and the 
level of engagement that we have with children that determine their futures.” One study, 
for example, shows that simply talking to babies, even before they speak, boosts their brain 
power. In fact, the number of words a baby is exposed to predicts the number of words that 
baby will produce at the age of 2.  
 
Kuhl and her team focus on this first critical period in development because everything 
that happens then lays the foundation for all future learning, including social skills and 
personality traits like being resilient, helpful and cooperative. In essence, it is sculpting the 
brain of the adult.  
 
Searching for an expert that could translate neuroscience in a way I could understand, I 
was, several neuroscientists suggested I speak to David Fitzpatrick, Director of the Max 
Planck Florida Institute for Neuroscience. No one talks about the brain as passionately as 
he does. “Everything we do – the way we speak, the way we act, the way we confront life’s 
different challenges – is our brain in action.” And to think that we, parents and caregivers, 
can actually help shape how that brain is built and develops is revolutionary and a call to 
action. 
 
Longitudinal studies in different countries have proven that children with engaged parents 
and caregivers, no matter what their socioeconomic status is, are more likely to continue 
their education, more likely to get highly skilled jobs that pay more and are actually  



	

	

 
 
healthier and happier as adults. These results have profound implications and demand our 
immediate attention and concern, especially when we consider that 43% of children in the 
world are not quite achieving their full potential but could easily benefit from what we 
know today. 
 
Kuhl excitedly walks around her lab envisioning what the world would look like if we only 
apply the science we know now. “Business leaders, politicians, parents and grandparents, 
ought to be very interested in what happens in the first 5 years of life because it’s during 
those years when you can prepare your child for the best future he can have.” 
 
The evidence is clear. The way we engage and the language and experiences we provide to 
children during their first years of life radically help shape who they become in the future. 
It’s time that we start putting the first years first.  
 
Carlota Nelson is the director of Brain Matters, a groundbreaking feature documentary 
about early brain development in children that released across global streaming and 
multimedia platforms on June 27th, 2019.  Before filming began, Nelson spent eight months 
researching early childhood development with the world’s leading neuroscientists and 
members of the early childhood development community. To learn more about the film, 
please visit www.brainmattersfilm.com.    
 

 
 


