‘Emotional intelligence’ has recently been identified as the key to success in personal development. Why is this and how can Baby Yoga contribute to promote ‘emotional intelligence’ in the first year of life?
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Much has been written about ‘emotional intelligence’ in the last decade and coming from a personal background in education it has been a topic much discussed by parents, teachers and colleagues alike. Our mainstream approach to intelligence (in the western world) tends to focus upon a person’s intellectual capacities, with ever more vigorous testing of our children’s’ intellectual abilities; but what of our children’s and indeed our own emotional abilities? As the title of this essay suggests emotional intelligence has recently been identified as the key to success in personal development which I will begin by exploring further below. Certainly we have all known people in the past who have done well ‘on paper’ but on a personal level find it difficult to socialise or to ‘put them selves’ across well. Likewise we also probably all know someone who has done well in life through the strength of their character alone without a single qualification to their name. So where is the balance point between the two? Is one more important than the other? Can we help to influence our children’s ability to learn? All these and many other questions face caring parents and educators alike when looking at the wellbeing of the children in their care. Through this essay I hope to explore some of these questions and will go on to look at how Baby Yoga can help to play an integral part in promoting our children’s emotional intelligence starting in their very first year of life.. 
So what is ‘emotional intelligence’? The Oxford dictionary describes the word ‘emotional’ as the ability to express emotions and ‘intelligence’ as the ability to understand or ones quickness of understanding. As alluded to in the previous paragraph a person’s ability to ‘do well in the world’ is often thought to be related to their intelligence quotient or I.Q. However, one can have high intelligence and be able to apply that intelligence to learning something new such as working out a new computer programme or applying oneself to the world of academia. Whereas that exact same person may be emotionally immature, this decreases their capacity for sound judgement and keen discernment. If one is emotionally immature, it will most likely have a negative impact on their life even if they have a high I.Q. Emotional immaturity can have a disastrous effect on one’s personal development. Over the centuries, in particular the Victorian era, emotions have been seen to be something to be controlled, swallowed, pushed away and at all costs ignored. However, it has become apparent that the head cannot rule the heart and nothing of course can be resolved by the mind gaining dominance over the emotions. Balance between the two systems needs to be integrated. 

A baby’s sense of well-being depends on having its needs met for love, warmth, touch and food. Emotional development is based on the love, trust, and touch found in the baby’s first relationship with the family. The impact of parenting on emotional competence begins in the baby’s first year of life. Daniel Goleman in his book ‘Emotional Intelligence: why it can matter more than I.Q.’ comments:
“The first opportunity for shaping the ingredients of emotional intelligence is in the earliest years, though these capacities continue to form throughout the school years. The emotional abilities children acquire in later life build on those of the earliest years.’ 
Goleman, D., Emotional Intelligence, P.193

The ethos behind Baby Yoga stems from a deep understanding of how important it is to establish a foundation for a child’s emotional development in the early months of life. A report from the National Center for Clinical Infant Programs (highlighted in Goleman’s book) states that children who do poorly in school lack one or more of the following elements of emotional intelligence (regardless of whether they also have cognitive difficulties such as learning disabilities):
· Confidence: A sense of control and mastery of one’s body, behaviour, and world; the child’s sense that he is more likely than not to succeed at what he undertakes, and that adults will be helpful.
· Curiosity: The sense that finding out about things is positive and leads to pleasure.
· Intentionality: The wish and capacity to have an impact, and to act upon that with persistence. This is related to a sense of competence, of being effective.
· Self Control: The ability to modulate and control one’s own actions in age-appropriate ways; a sense of inner control.
· Relatedness: The ability to engage with others based on the sense of being understood by and understanding others.
· Capacity to Communicate: The wish and ability to verbally exchange ideas, feelings and concepts with others. This is related to a sense of trust in others and of pleasure in engaging with others including adults.
· Cooperativeness: The ability to balance one’s own needs with those of others in group activity.
Baby Yoga helps parents and carers to achieve these goals so that when their child arrives at school on their very first day they have been given the kind of care that amounts to what Goleman would call a ‘Heart Start’, the emotional equivalent of the Head Start programs.
During the first year of life a baby’s brain does a lot of growing and almost doubles in weight as well as evolves in complexity at a greater rate than it ever will again. It is at this period that key kinds of learning take place more readily than later in life – emotional learning foremost among them. In particular, between 6 and 12 months, there is a massive burst of synaptic connections in the prefrontal cortex (thought to be the thinking part of the emotional brain). They achieve their highest density just when the developing relationship between parents and baby is most intense, and attachment bonds are being consolidated. This growth spurt in the prefrontal cortex reaches a final high pitch in early toddlerhood, when the novelty of being able to move independently creates elation in the toddler and pride and joy in his parents. In effect, in the first year the baby has become a social being, with the beginnings of a social brain. The baby’s first year of life is spent mostly building up these mental ‘muscles’. Connections are made at a rapid rate providing a dense network of possibilities, the raw materials from which mind will emerge. The most frequent and repetitive experiences start to form well trodden pathways, whilst those connections that lie unused begin to be pruned away. The brain takes shape. 

So we can understand from a great deal of available literature that in the first year of a child’s life there is an awful lot going on, but what external factors are helping that young mind to emerge? If we are to understand that mind is not simply brain power alone but a balance of head and heart which allows an infant to exert their will, we will need to consider the realm of the heart as well as the brain. In his book ‘The Scientification of Love’ the renowned obstetrician Michel Odent comments:


‘The nature of emotions cannot be understood as long as the focus is only on the brain. We must get rid of our previous simplistic visions of organs associated with functions… In the past the heart was given one precise function, i.e., it was just a pump. Today we know that specialised heart cells can release ‘informational substances’. 

Odent, M., The Scientification of Love, P.106
These ‘informational substances’ and the interactions between them and their receptors are currently being studied by physiologists looking to gain a renewed understanding of our emotional states and what influences them. Although at present we have research which documents the growth and development of a baby’s brain, in the future we can surely expect to see how these ‘informational substances’ released by the heart help to stimulate or indeed inhibit  brain development. Sue Gerhardt in her book ‘Why Love Matters: how affection shapes a baby’s brain’ argues that an infants ability to look at human faces and observe their looks and smiles actually helps the baby’s brain to grow. She suggests this happens because positive looks are the most vital stimulus to the growth of the social, emotionally intelligent brain. She comments:
‘When a baby looks at his mother (or father), he reads her dilated pupils as information that her sympathetic nervous system is aroused, and she is experiencing pleasurable arousal. In response, his own nervous system becomes pleasurably aroused and his own heart rate goes up. These processes trigger off a biochemical response…that actually helps the social brain to grow.’
Gerhardt, S., Why Love Matters, p.41
Baby Yoga encourages the parents to establish eye contact as much as possible throughout the session. The classes provide an opportunity for the parent or carer to completely ‘be’ with their baby. Certainly in my own experience I have found that as a parent and a teacher it is a real privilege to create this very special time to simply enjoy moving with your baby and taking the time to observe one other. During a Baby Yoga class the movements combined with the rhythm of the songs naturally lends itself to smiles and peals of laughter which encourages babies to be curious and open to discovering new things as they feel safe and secure within the group. This inevitably leads to babies having the ability to confidently and intentionally interact with other children and adults outside of the group a little later on. 
It has been proven that baby’s who receive nurturing touch through holding, massage and other forms of loving physical contact gain weight faster, are calmer and have better intellectual and motor development. Each Baby Yoga session begins with a ‘dry’ massage over the baby’s clothes to communicate to the baby that we are about to begin.  The parent or carer uses this time to establish eye contact and to begin to tune into their baby’s cues. The class then progresses with each adult using the lesson to follow their baby’s lead letting them communicate to the adult whether to slow down, speed up, stop and look around, or to continue. The babies are never forced to do something they don’t feel like doing and if they are tiered we let them rest and if they are hungry they are fed.
The first hip sequences are usually performed with the babies lying on their backs between the seated adult’s outstretched legs. The adults sing songs and rhymes to accompany the yoga movements, watching all the while to see what their baby enjoys and if they are happy to remain in the supine position. If not the adult will move the baby to sit on their lap or over their knee so they are able to see what is going on and still be able to continue the movements from an alternative position. When this rapport and respect for the babies needs is established, the baby will in turn begin to model this behaviour and so in time learn to treat others with respect too. 
After the lying/ seated positions the class usually moves onto standing postures encouraging parents to try different lifts and holds with their baby. Benefits for different holds are pointed out and the parent watches to see which their baby is most happy in. Songs are sung while the parents swing, lift and whoosh their babies into the more dynamic Baby Yoga moves. Babies naturally have a lot of empathy for each other, for example when one baby cries, another looks worried for the one crying. In a Baby Yoga class the babies share the joy of ‘whooshing’; into a lift, they laugh together in the swings, and the laughter becomes infectious. The baby is learning to trust not only the carer who is whooshing and swinging, but also those around them who are sharing in the pleasure. The baby is seeing that people can have a pleasurable feeling in a group and the fact that adults are coming together for that fun which makes it even more pleasurable. The class will continue to include upper chest movements with the babies sitting on their parents laps, prone moves such as the ‘rollercoaster’, partner work with baby’s facing each other, adult core strengthening moves such as ‘flying babies’ and always concluding with either a standing, seated or lying relaxation dependant upon the individual baby’s cues. 
Throughout a class some of the physical effects of Baby Yoga for the baby include:

· Stimulation of  the receptors in the skin

· An increase in the efficiency of the baby’s nervous system

· Improved circulation

· Movement of bodily fluids, detoxification
· Promotion of hormonal balance

· Stimulation of cell growth

· Strengthening the muscles, helping to keep the spine straight and supple

· Maintaining flexibility of the spine and joints

Relatedness, empathy for others, being able to communicate, and being cooperative, are skills which are naturally nurtured in a Baby Yoga group situation, while the physical benefits contribute to the development of baby’s self confidence and self control.
The baby’s sense of gravity and movement are constantly active during a Baby Yoga class as the vestibular system is stimulated which is responsible for our ability to balance. At the beginning of the last century, the Austrian educationalist Rudolf Steiner described the first stage of child development (up to the age of the change of teeth at about age 7) as being primarily dependent on the child’s physical organism. Some years later in the 1940’s the Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget observed that a child’s physical movement is the basis for cognitive, social and emotional development. If the physical sense of balance is not developed, there is likely to be a problem with mental equilibrium too. Problems in movement correspond to delayed language development; and if sensory development is impaired, the development of intelligence is interrupted and learning is hindered. In his research into the human sense organization, Steiner discovered twelve aspects which he characterized as senses. He distinguished twelve, rather than the five senses that is customary, four physical senses of: touch, life sense, self-movement sense, balance; four soul senses of: smell, taste, vision, temperature or warmth sense; and four spiritual, social senses of: hearing, language sense, conceptual sense and ego sense. The vestibular development or sense of balance, integrated with the development of these twelve senses helps to physically instil in the baby:

· An ability to concentrate

· An ability to organise

· Self-esteem

· Self-control

· Self confidence

· An academic learning ability

· The capacity for abstract thought and reasoning

· The specialisation of each side of the body and brain

Mothers have known instinctively since time immemorial that slow movement has a calming effect and that rapid movement increases arousal or excitement. She will soothe a fretful baby by holding it in her arms and gently rocking from side to side. Swinging cradles and rocking chairs in nurseries help to lull a baby to sleep by gentle vestibular stimulation. Lullabies such as ‘rock-a-bye, baby, on the tree top’ all follow a side-to-side rocking rhythm. Several studies have shown that children who are given regular vestibular stimulation in the first months of life show accelerated development in motor skills, while at the other end of life, one of the first signs of brain degeneration is when balance starts to deteriorate. Sally Goddard Blythe in her book ‘The Well Balance Child: movement and early learning’ comments:

‘Ideally, babies should have the opportunity to experience both passive and active movement. In societies where the mother carries the baby in a shawl or on her back for the first months of life, the infant is able to enjoy a natural continuation of the rhythmic movements of her body after birth…Most forms of baby equipment are a substitute for the Mother’s body but they do not provide the same kind of vestibular stimulation that a baby receives when carried by its mother…The movements that a baby makes in the first year of life form the basic vocabulary on which all later movements are superimposed.’
Goddard Blythe, S., The Well Balanced Child, (p.183)

During early childhood children learn with their bodies before they learn with their minds. Physical activity and experience helps to develop pathways between the brain and the body that will support posture, balance and even the ability to control eye movements for the remainder of life. If a child has not had sufficient opportunity for physical interaction and development in the early years, it can interfere with not only the gross motor skills needed, for example, to kick and catch a ball, ride a bicycle or learn to swim, but also the fine motor skills needed for writing, the eye movements involved in reading and the solid grounding in spatial knowledge which is derived from interaction with the environment. In Steiner education children are encouraged to master physical skills before abstract intellectual ones, and in the early years learning is acquired through ‘doing’ and ‘being’. This paves the way for the formal skills and disciplines of literacy and numeracy which are naturally built upon the basis of experiential learning.
Yoga is about stretching and then relaxing or ‘doing’ and ‘being’ also, and can be seen as experiential learning. As you stretch and relax your own and your baby’s body and coordinate these movements with the breath – breathing in to stretch and out to relax letting go of any tension or stress – the subtle energies of the body are awoken. These subtle energies are housed in the central nervous system which is at its most receptive during early childhood. The earlier one develops an awareness of ‘doing’ and ‘being’ the easier a state of inner balance can be attained, something which is natural to babies who seek our attention to help them to maintain it. As adults there is a great deal we can learn from simply being with a baby and observing their natural rhythm, especially in the fast pace of the world we currently live in.
Yoga focuses on self-awareness and this is the key to empathy. By understanding our own emotions we can learn to read and recognise emotions in others and in particular learning to read our baby’s cues. This can help us to remain calm and centred even when our own emotions are turbulent, which is a great help in parenting. By developing our own inner self control or balance we are modelling to our babies and children how to modulate and control our actions so that we are able to communicate our feelings clearly. From an educational perspective Rudolf Steiner describes young children as being ‘wholly sense organ’ (The Kingdom of Childhood, p.18) and that as they learn purely from imitation it is not what we teach but rather who are that matters and influences a child most in their early years. Through the relaxation in Baby Yoga we can learn to reflect on ourselves and become aware of how our mood may affect our baby, and in this way help to avoid projecting our moods onto our babies. Babies and mothers (or other primary carers) are naturally attuned to each other – relaxation with your baby is an interactive practice. As the parent relaxes, so the baby relaxes, as the baby relaxes the parent relaxes more deeply, and so on and so on. Few things in life are more rewarding than feeling the breathing rhythm of a baby tuning in to your breathing rhythm and vice versa, as the two of you become more relaxed together. The founder of Birthlight Baby Yoga comments:
‘The more you become able to nurture yourself and your baby in joint relaxation, the more you are able to experience the unconditional love that bonds them to you and you to them in a real physical way’


Freedman, F.B., Baby Yoga (p.119)
Breathing techniques in Baby Yoga classes teach parents to centre themselves to remain calm. From this place it is easy for parent and baby to share the pure fun and joy of doing Baby Yoga together. On a personal level, in my first experience of a Baby Yoga class I was particularly moved because it was the first time that my then 6 month old son thoroughly laughed out loud with the sheer joy of the songs combined with the movements. During a Baby Yoga class there is a cycle of joy which is reciprocated and transferred from mother to baby and then back again. Which Francoise Barbira Freedman describes as:

‘The more happiness you give your baby, the more happiness you will receive in return. This is the expanding spiral of joy. Early parenthood may often be riddled with anxiety, if external pressures and lack of self-confidence undermine our faith in our abilities and our joy in our babies. Doing yoga with your baby will diffuse this anxiety and help create an expanding spiral of joy, a positive process that creates shared happiness and harmony between you.’

Freedman, F.B., Baby Yoga, (p.20)

Some of the emotional benefits of Baby Yoga include:
· Increased bonding between mother (carer) and baby

· Enhanced positivity and interaction

· Confidence in handling the baby

· Building trust and understanding

· Special time to get to know each other better

· Increased security as the baby becomes accustomed to the mother’s (carer’s) touch, voice and smell

· Healing for the mother after a difficult birth or when suffering post-natal depression

· Tension release, relaxing and calming

· Pleasure and fun
In conclusion it is clear that practicing Baby Yoga can contribute a great deal to promoting the emotional intelligence of a baby during their first year of life. The parent/ carer relationship to the baby is one of dynamic interchange where the adult has an incredible influence and impact on the child’s ability to manage their emotions effectively. In fact the child will effectively emulate through imitation what they have been able to observe through their primary care givers, making us conscious of becoming worthy role models for our children. Parents that are able to give their children positive looks because they themselves are positive are giving the most vital stimulus to their baby’s social, emotionally intelligent brain. As the infant then develops into toddlerhood, we can nurture and reinforce the development of the skills which build confidence, curiosity, intentionality, self control, relatedness, communication and cooperativeness. We are then able to ensure that we offer our children the greatest possible vantage point to enter the schooling system, with high E.Q’s, eager to learn and ready to build their I.Q’s. From which balanced adults will grow who are able not only to think with their heads, but to also listen to their hearts and balance the two with the actions they carry into the world with their hands. Baby Yoga offers us a complete toolkit with which to build this ‘Emotional Quotient’ foundation during the most important stage of a person’s development – the first year of life. 
Written by Mandy Adams

Mandy Adams is a Steiner (Waldorf) Teacher for early years and primary education. Prior to this she ran her own Aromatherapy practice specialising in pregnancy and infertility care. She gave birth to her first child in January 2008 and trained as a Baby Yoga teacher with Birthlight Ltd. Her company ‘Love Baby Yoga’ will offer Baby Yoga classes in Cornwall for babies from 12 weeks old until mobile in February 2009, and in September 2009 classes for toddlers up until the age of 4 will also be available. 
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