
 

Can trendy baby classes really boost a child's
development?

March 11 2016, by Amy Bidgood

  
 

  

The making of a future Mozart? Credit: SpeedKingz

Parent and baby classes are increasingly popular, and the choice greater
than ever. These days you can even take newborns on courses ranging
from massage, yoga, music and swimming, to "signing" (teaching babies
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simple gestures to communicate needs), and "sensory" (letting babies
explore different textures, sights, sounds and so on). Many of these
courses promise a range of benefits. For example, signing classes and
music groups are often claimed to boost language development while
baby massage is supposed to enhance sleep and parent-child bonding.

But given that these classes are often expensive and take up time from
doing other parent-child activities, do they really deliver any of the
benefits they claim? There has been research on some of these activities,
so let's take a look at some of the latest findings.

Conflicting evidence

One of the biggest studies on the benefits of baby classes was a 
systematic review on baby signing. Of the ten papers included in the
review, only one found significant benefits in language development for
children who were exposed to baby signing. What's more, these
differences had disappeared completely by the time the children were
two-years-old. The other studies found a complete lack of evidence that
baby signing boosted language skills.

Some of this research also suggested that parent-child interactions were
improved in a baby signing group, but these findings were inconsistent.
Interestingly, two of the papers also found that mothers of babies
learning to sign were more stressed than those not taking part, although
only one of these studies linked this directly to participation in the class.
Overall, then, the evidence for benefits of baby signing is certainly
mixed.
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http://www.babies-and-sign-language.com/baby-signs-intellectual-benefits.html
http://www.goldsurestart.org.uk/resources/courses-available/baby-massage-1
http://fla.sagepub.com/content/34/6/486.abstract
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/language+development/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/educationnews/9646615/Baby-signing-classes-fail-to-boost-toddlers-language-skills.html
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/babies/


 

  

I don’t care how good this is for my development, I’ve had enough. Credit: Alla
Shcherbak

Another review of previous studies found that babies taking part in
massage groups were longer than others. Healthy growth in infancy is
important for a child's health – and poor growth is associated with high
morbidity and mortality in childhood. Their meta-analyses also found
other significant results – such as babies being heavier, having a larger
head circumference and better motor skills. However, apart from the
finding about length, these results were generally lost once studies rated
as being at high risk of bias were removed, such as groups not being
allocated randomly.

Interestingly, the review didn't find any significant evidence that
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http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/PMH0013196/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2083305/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2083305/
http://en.cnki.com.cn/Article_en/CJFDTOTAL-YYCY201021053.htm
http://en.cnki.com.cn/Article_en/CJFDTOTAL-YYCY201021053.htm


 

massage classes could boost parent-child interaction or have a beneficial
effect on a child's or parent's temperament. However, one further study
– too recent to be included in the review – did find significant increased
mother-infant attachment in the baby massage group, compared to the
controls. It is worth noting, though, that participants in this study did not
attend a class, but received 15 minutes of baby massage individually
each day for the 38 days of the study.

The authors of the review concluded that further high-quality research is
needed. This is particularly the case when it comes to "moderate-risk
groups" (such as single parents or those with moderate scores for
depression) for whom the benefits of baby massage might be greater.

More convincing results have been found in studies on baby music
classes. In one study researchers compared babies and parents who
attended participatory music classes, which involved learning a
repertoire of songs, with a control group where babies simply listened to
music while taking part in other activities. They found that the infants in
the participatory music classes were not only more musically aware, but
that they also had better-developed gestures and social skills just after
the classes.
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http://www.asian-nursingresearch.com/article/S1976-1317%2812%2900007-2/abstract
http://www.asian-nursingresearch.com/article/S1976-1317%2812%2900007-2/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/imhj.21408/full
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22490179


 

  

Is it worth splashing out on swimming classes? Credit: Arina P Habich

Another study found similar positive results for mothers and babies
attending music and movement classes. Compared with a control group,
these mothers showed increased attachment to their babies, and the
quality of mother-child interaction also improved. The music and
movement mothers were found to be better at responding to their infants
and using a more variable pitch when speaking to their child. This might,
in turn, support vocabulary development.

While there is a growing body of research to help inform parents about
the potential benefits of baby sign, massage and music classes, very little
recent research exists on other classes, such as swimming, yoga and baby
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http://w0296.uws.edu.au/effects-music-and-movement-mother-infant-interaction


 

sensory. We therefore know very little about how these classes might
impact on children's development or on their relationships with their
parents.

Effects on parents

A recent cohort study highlighted potential benefits for a child's parents
by getting to know other parents. Using data from the Longitudinal
Study of Australian Children, the research suggests that parents who
persistently attended groups when their children were under the age of
three were twice as likely to report having support from friends when
their children were older. Such social support has been credited with
reducing rates of maternal depression and stress and improving mother-
infant attachment. However, it is important to remember that these kinds
of groups don't suit all parents. One study instead showed that many
parents felt judged by other parents in the group they attended, while
others felt socially excluded.

You might have noticed that, throughout this article, there has been no
specific mention of fathers. The majority of research into infants'
development tends to focus on babies and their mothers for the practical
reason that mothers are more likely to be the main caregiver, particularly
in the first year of life.

So what should we make of all this? While there is some evidence that
attending groups, such as music classes, can benefit children and parents,
the bold claims made by the organisers of many groups are often not
supported by the conclusive evidence. Nevertheless, more and higher-
quality research is needed before we can draw any firm conclusions. The
best bet for any new parent is likely to be just do something that both the
child and the parent enjoys – whether at home or in an organised group.

This article was originally published on The Conversation. Read the 
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http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26181426
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/benefits/
http://www.growingupinaustralia.gov.au/
http://www.growingupinaustralia.gov.au/
http://www.academia.edu/6319963/Playgroup_politics_A_critical_social_capital_exploration_of_exclusion_and_conformity_in_mummies_groups
http://www.academia.edu/6319963/Playgroup_politics_A_critical_social_capital_exploration_of_exclusion_and_conformity_in_mummies_groups
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/music+classes/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/parents/
http://theconversation.com
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