Hidden threats to learning
As parents, we often assume that our children will learn simply by showing up at school and doing school-type things, like using books and reciting numbers. But how well children learn can depend on unsuspecting factors in the first three years of their lives.

Lead-based paint
   
Although this is less a problem than it was 30 years ago, families that live in houses built before 1972 face some risk. Lead-based paint could be present in bottom paint layers and get exposed when newer layers chip off. The dirt around the house could also contain lead from early paint jobs. 

Lack of sleep
   
Families lead busy lives that can sometimes deprive children of much-needed sleep. In addition, children can have trouble breathing during sleep because of swollen tonsils or adenoids, which can make them irritable or seem hyperactive. 
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According to the National Sleep Foundation, toddlers need 12-14 hours of sleep a day, preschoolers 11-13, and elementary school children 10-11. 
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To help children get enough sleep, establish regular nap and bedtimes. Offer soothing and enjoyable go-to-sleep routines, such as a warm bath, story, and a favorite blanket or stuffed toy.
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Listen to your child sleeping. If your child snores a lot, consult a doctor about a possible respiratory problem.

Improper diet
   
Children younger than 2 years need enough fat in their diet to build the proper coating around nerve cells in the brain. Never give a baby or toddler skim or low-fat milk.
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Drinking too much milk—more than 16-20 ounces after 12 months—could deprive children of other nutritious food and put them at risk for iron 

deficiency anemia, which hinders the blood from carrying oxygen to developing neurons in the brain. Make sure to take your child for the routine one-year, well-baby check, when pediatricians check for anemia. 
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Make sure children eat breakfast. After fasting all night, the body needs glucose to fuel learning. Avoid sugary processed cereals and donuts. Instead serve foods high in protein and complex carbohydrates such as whole-grain oatmeal or toast, bean burrito, egg taco, fresh fruit, egg, and milk.

Too much TV and video
  
Television is a passive rather than active medium. The neural connections in a child’s brain are not stimulated as much while watching TV as they are during hands-on play. 
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Don’t put a TV in a child’s bedroom. Offer toys, blocks, puzzles, and art materials for play. Turn off the TV during dinner and before bedtime. Don’t allow viewing of violent or scary shows. Preview the so-called children’s programs and videos to make sure they don’t teach conflict and negative attitudes.

Lack of conversation
  
Whoever said children should be seen and not heard was all wrong. The neurons in a baby’s brain need to develop connections that enable thinking and learning. These connections are formed through talking, playing, exploring, and using all the senses—looking, hearing, touching, smelling, tasting.
   
Follow your instincts to cuddle and rock your baby. Talk to your baby when diapering, feeding, and playing. Read to your child every day. Strong language skills are necessary for strong thinking and learning skills. 
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Respond promptly to your baby’s cries to help the child develop trust and be alert for learning. Provide a safe home to play in and explore to encourage the child’s curiosity and learning about the world. Most important, make learning fun—for you and your child.








