
 

How to 'bridge minds' with a child to
stimulate brain development
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A three-year-old boy struggles to thread beads on a string while his older
sister watches. She could ignore him or take over the task to get it done
quickly. But if she observes him closely, and realizes that he is struggling
to hold the string steady, she could offer to hold it for him and praise
him for any beads he threads.

This approach —which includes awareness of the child's cues, clear
communication, back-and-forth reciprocity and guidance that adapts to
where the child is at —would be an example of the sister "bridging
minds" with her brother.

Our research team at the University of Toronto has spent the past five
years working to measure and teach the specific behaviours that promote
children's language and cognitive skills. We have defined supportive
interactions as those in which two minds are "bridged." We also call this
"displaying cognitive sensitivity."

Our research shows that children who grow up with siblings who display
this type of sensitivity often tend to have stronger language skills and are
better able to see things from another's perspective.

It also shows that when parents and teachers adapt their own behaviours
based on what a child is thinking, they help that child to learn and grow.

Serve and return interactions

Bridging minds describes what it means to step outside of one's own
thoughts, and to recognize and be responsive to what is going on in
someone else's head.

Specifically, it's the ability to determine what the other person knows,
what interests them in a given moment, what they are capable of doing,
what types of instructions or support they need, and then to respond

2/5

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/child/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/children/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mtfQ2SeJKs4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mtfQ2SeJKs4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1542/peds.2012-2874
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.cogdev.2016.03.005
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/parents/


 

accordingly.

This concept moves beyond early work on the topic of sensitivity, which
focused on the need to be responsive to how children are feeling in order
to support children's emotional development.

Instead, it draws on more recent research from the field of neuroscience,
which has highlighted that responsive serve-and-return interactions are
just as critical for stimulating children's early brain development.
Indeed, building bridges is about building brain connections.

Applying the science

The breakthrough of our research is that we have come up with a reliable
and efficient way to measure the extent of "mind-bridging" occurring in
such interactions.

This involves trained researchers using simple checklists to evaluate
interactions of children with siblings, parents or early-childhood
educators —based on live or video-recorded interactions of pairs or
groups.

The whole process can be completed in less than 10 minutes.

Our next challenge is supporting people to use the "bridging minds"
approach more often in their interactions with children. Many parents
and professionals know that "early experiences matter" and
"zero-to-three is a vital period for human development," but still need
more practical tools to make the most of these early years.

Our research team is currently conducting intervention studies with
home-visiting nurses in Brazil and, in collaboration with colleagues at
George Brown College, with early childhood educators in the Toronto
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area.

The goal of these studies is to help these populations build more bridges
with children on a daily basis.

Maximize brain nutrition

While waiting for the results of these studies, our research team has
some suggestions for how to ensure children get the most "brain
nutrition" out of every interaction.

In moments of play or daily routines, parents, guardians and early
learning professionals can consider:

What is this child looking at and thinking about? How can I engage them,
following their lead?

Start a conversation by commenting on what they're doing. Then, try
adding on to what they are already thinking about to extend their
learning.

For a child playing with blocks: "What are you building there? A tower!
Oh that's a big tower. It's already one, two, three bricks high with three
different colours. Let's see what you will do next with the tower?"

Let children try things themselves

It's helpful for parents and early learning professions to wonder:

What is this child capable of doing? How can I help him/her learn and
succeed based on their interests?
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Offer a hand to help them expand what they can do by themselves. And
keep the interactions going back and forth without taking over.

Letting children try things themselves and providing positive feedback
can reap real benefits.

For a child who is having trouble scooping water with a bucket: "Oh
dear. It's hard to get the water, isn't it? I hold the bucket with both hands
to make it easier for me. Want to try? Great job, you did it!"

Every interaction is an opportunity to expand what a child knows. To
help build brains, parents, educators, siblings, grandparents and other
caregivers can all try "bridging minds."
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