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Books about 
babies’ 
development: 
sharing with 
parents

Many new parents and parents-to-be 
are interested in books that will inform 
them about babies’ development. 
Postnatal tutor Lucy Markes looks at 
what’s available..

Many new parents want to understand their 
baby’s world, so that they can appreciate 
his or her point of view and respond 
appropriately. They may be anxious about 
developmental milestones and how to 
encourage their baby to reach these. There 
are many books they could turn to. These 
often have very different approaches and are 
based on contrasting theories. This article 
looks at four such books, what they’re about, 
the ways in which parents may find them 
helpful, and their limitations.

The Wonder Weeks

The Wonder Weeks by husband and wife 
co-authors Hetty van de Rijt and Frans Plooij 
has been popular with new parents in the 
Netherlands ever since it was first published 
there in 1992.1 The authors’ main premise 
is that babies and young children all go 
through huge developmental leaps forward 
at reasonably predictable times, and that 
when they first enter a new developmental 
stage their behaviour will become 
challenging, at least for a short time. This is 
described as a ‘fussy phase’, and van de Rijt 
and Plooij acknowledge just how difficult life 
as a parent can be during these times. They 
describe life from the baby’s and also the 
parent’s point of view, and include a lot of 
quotes from parents. These certainly help to 
normalise the feelings of anger and irritation 
that all parents will feel at times, though 
the authors on several occasions caution, 
‘Having these feelings is not abnormal or 
dangerous, but acting on them is.’ There are 
many practical ideas in the book, but these 
are generally offered as suggestions rather 
than advice. This book might help parents 
who are finding that their baby seems to 

have suddenly gone from ‘easy’ to ‘difficult’ 
by giving a possible underlying reason for 
this change in behaviour. 

The Babysense Secret

Megan Faure will be familiar to many NCT 
practitioners for her work on the ‘womb to 
world’ approach, encouraging parents to 
consider the environment that the baby has 
been in for nine months and ways in which 
the transition for the baby can be eased by 
making the outside world as ‘womb-like’ as 
possible. She explores this in the early part 
of her latest book, The Babysense Secret, 
but much of the book involves advice about 
establishing a ‘painless’ routine, and avoiding 
over-stimulating the baby.2 Faure is a keen 
advocate of dummies, stating that when 
a baby is between the age of two and six 
weeks, parents should ‘stretch her feeds 
as close to three hours apart as possible by 
encouraging non-nutritive sucking (either 
hand to mouth or a dummy)’. This is an 
improvement on the earlier version of this 
book, which recommends offering ‘cooled 
boiled water with a pinch of brown sugar 
from a spoon or bottle.’3

Practitioners should also be aware that in 
her current book Faure acknowledges the 
guidelines stating that babies should sleep 
in the same room as their parents for the 
first six months, but then goes on to suggest 
strongly that babies should be moved to 
their ‘own sleep space’ before three or four 
months old. For these reasons, I would be 
reluctant to include this book in a class 
library or to recommend it to parents, as 
certain aspects seem to contradict some 
current evidence-based guidelines.

Child Sense

Like Faure, Priscilla Dunstan emphasises 
the baby’s sensory world, but in Child Sense 
she takes this much further with the notion 
that we all (babies and adults alike) have a 
dominant sense that strongly influences 
how we respond to the world.4 She believes 
that if parents can identify their baby’s 
dominant sense (and their own), they will 
be able to tailor their baby’s environment 
and the way they interact with him or her 
in the most appropriate way. For example, if 
a baby’s visual sense dominates, he or she 
would be very sensitive to visual stimuli, and 
might feel overwhelmed by a very bright 
moving mobile.

Dunstan has questionnaires to help parents 
identify which sense is dominant for their 
babies and themselves –  these have the 
limitations of all such questionnaires, when it 
may be that the answer is ‘sometimes’ rather 
than yes or no! However, Dunstan offers 

her theories in a very non-dogmatic way, 
and illustrates them with many examples 
from her long career working with families. 
Some parents may find her approach helps 
them make sense of their baby’s behaviour, 
especially when they find this challenging. 

In a similar way to The Wonder Weeks, 
there is a sense in Dunstan’s book that the 
author is providing a perspective that helps 
parents to appreciate that it is not all about 
what they do or fail to do as parents that 
influences their babies’ behaviour. This could 
be quite liberating for new parents who are 
finding the transition to parenthood harder 
than expected, and therefore both books 
might be useful additions to a practitioner’s 
toolkit, whether as ideas to offer or as 
resources to lend out or suggest. 

The Baby in the Mirror

Charles Fernyhough’s book The Baby in the 
Mirror is an unusual mix of a very personal 
account of his evolving relationship with 
his daughter from before her birth to the 
age of three, combined with an exploration 
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Working with parents

A book in a quote 
The Wonder Weeks
‘Sometime around eight weeks, your 
baby will begin to experience the world 
in a new way....Until he begins to feel 
more comfortable in this new world 
he will want to cling to his mommy for 
comfort. This time, the fussy phase 
could last anywhere from a few days to 
two weeks.’ (p56)

The Babysense Secret
‘Once you understand your baby’s 
sensory personality...and her current 
stage in filtering input, you will be better 
equipped to stimulate her, keep her 
content, and develop gentle routines 
that foster healthy sleep and feeding, 
and you will have an easier life as a 
mother.’ (p17)

Child Sense
 ‘Because of their highly tuned aural 
sensitivity, auditory children rely on 
familiar sound patterns for a basic sense 
of security, especially when they are 
getting ready to go to sleep.’ (p115)

The Baby in the Mirror
‘She was a newborn child and yet she 
embodied all that a human being could 
ever be. Like the goddess in the story, 
she seemed to have come from a place 
outside the world, to teach me how my 
life would unfold.’ (p47) 
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of current ideas and theories about child 
development.5 He uses observations of his 
daughter as a way to test these theories, 
and notes how they manifest themselves 
during her early years. The book is variously 
moving, funny and intellectually challenging. 
It does not at any stage offer ‘advice’, and 
what shines through is the intense interest 
Fernyhough has in his daughter.

Although this is partly as a result of his 
professional background and the material 
he needed to gather for the book, the strong 
emotional bond is so clear to see. This 
book helps illustrate that what our children 
really need from us as parents is a genuine 
interest in them and their world that is non-
judgemental and loving. It will not appeal to 
all parents, but is a delightful read for those 
who are interested in exploring some complex 
theories of baby brain development through 
the medium of one father’s story. 
Available at NCT Shop at £8.99. To place 
an order please email contactus@nctshop.
co.uk or call 0845 8100 100

Ultimately it is useful to remember that no 
book, however well-researched, can reflect 
the unique complexity of an individual baby or 
child. No one author has a monopoly on ideas 
about early parenthood, and as practitioners 
we need to stress that parents should pick 
and choose which ideas and approaches 
seem to resonate with them. 

References 

1.   van de Rijt H, Plooij F. The Wonder Weeks: how to 
stimulate your baby’s mental development and help 
him turn his 10 predictable, great, fussy phases into 
magical leaps forward. Arnhem, The Netherlands: Kiddy 
World Publishing; 2013.

2.   Faure M. The babysense secret: the painless routine 
for happy days and peaceful nights. London: Dorling 
Kindersley; 2011.

3.   Faure M, Richardson A. Baby sense: understanding your 
baby’s sensory world – the key to a contented child. 
Welgemoed, South Africa: Metz Press; 2002.

4.   Dunstan PJ. Child sense: how to speak your baby’s 
language: the key to successful parenting from birth to 
age 5. London: Hodder & Stoughton; 2010.

5.   Fernyhough C. The baby in the mirror: a child’s world 

from birth to three. London: Granta Books; 2008.

Perspective - NCT’s journal on preparing parents for birth and early parenthood • Issue 23 June 2014

First 1,000 Days Awards 2014

The All-Party Parliamentary Group on 
Maternity (APPGM) wants to recognise 
the excellence in the work that midwives, 
health visitors and other outstanding 
professionals do in the first 1,000 days 
of parenthood. NCT, as the secretariat 
for the APPGM, is asking for your 
nominations in the following categories:

1.  Addressing health inequalities 
and improving outcomes for mothers 
and babies

2.  Effective working in a 
multidisciplinary team

3.  Involvement of service users in the 
development and design of services 
for families with children under two

4.  Support for fathers and mothers in 
postnatal care

5.  A perinatal mental health service 
for parents at risk of or experiencing 
depression

Please request a nomination form from 
appgawards@nct.org.uk. Deadline 
Monday, 23 June 2014.

Winners will be announced at the Annual 
NCT and All-Party Parliamentary Group for 
Maternity Awards in November 2014.


