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Maximizing Your Child's Intellectual Potential 

SOH Kay-Cheng 

Institute of Education 

Singapore 

Nowadays, schooling is more intellectually complex and hence challenging; Children are learning 

what their parents did not have to learn or only learned at an older age. This naturally induces in the 

parents concern and anxiety. Moreover, parents today are better educated and therefore expect 

more of their children. This adds on to the concern and anxiety. However, we need to recognize the 

fact that parents are teachers of their own children for the first few years before they go to school. 

And, parents continue to teach their own children even after they are in school. In other words, 

parents have a vital role to play in the fullest possible development of their children's intellect. 

What then can parents do to maximizing their children’s intellectual potential? We need to know 

first of all how a child's intellect develops under different environments and then ask ourselves what 

we can and should do. 

Let us look at some "deprivation studies" of the earlier years. Studies have shown that children  

living in mountains and on canals tended to have lower intelligence quotients (IQs) as compared 

with children in more densely populated areas and on land. Moreover, older children living in 

mountains and on canals tended to have lower IQs as ~ompared with their younger brothers and 

sisters. One plausible explanation of such differences could be that these children lived in an 

intellectually unstimulating environment and hence have neither the desire nor the opportunity to 

exercise their minds. 

Children raised in orphanages tended to be under developed both physically and intellectually, and 

had for no obvious reasons higher motility. It is not difficult to imagine the intellectually  

impoverished environment of an under-staffed orphanage which these intellectually 

underdeveloped children found themselves in. 

On the positive side, children involved in projects aiming at improving their reading ability gained 

from six to 12 months in reading age. Their parents signed 'contracts' with the schools, promising to 

give their children nutritious food and clean clothings, have children read to them, make sure the 

children do their homework, visit classrooms to see how children were taught and attend parent-

teacher meetings. 

In a study of children aged four to 36 months, those with higher IQs tended to have more play 

materials, more varied life styles, and more responsive parents. Play materials here are those 

allowing for muscle activities, walkers, kiddy cars, tricycles, cuddles, eye-hand coordination toys, 

combination and buidling toys, picture-books and music. Varied family life is characterized by the 

father providing some care-taking everyday, the mother reading stories to the child at least three 

times a week, the child eating with the parents at least once a day, the family visiting or being visited 

by relatives, and the child having three or more books of his own. Parental responsiveness means 

the mother vocalizing to the child, responding to the child's vocalizing, mother telling the child 
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names of objects, praising the child's behaviour, mother's speech being c lear and audible and 

expressing positive  feelings. 

In the well-known Milwaukee Project, mothers with IQs 75 or below were involved.  The chances of 

these mothers' children developing mental retardation is 14 times that of children whose mothers 

have. normal intelligence ( IQ 100). During the first two years of the project, the low-IQ mothers 

were given job training, training in home management and remedial education.  Their children were 

given a preschool programme involving them in problem-solving and training in language skills; they 

also took part in large- or small-group as well as individual activities. They attended the class around 

the year. 

The project began when the children were three to six months old. By the fourteenth month of the 

programme, there were no differences between these children and others with low-IQ mothers but 

not likewise involved. By the twenty second month, children involved in the programme -were five 

months above the norm (standard) whereas the other children were one month below the norm.  At 

the age of six years, the former group had a mean IQ of 120, but the other children's mean IQ was 94. 

When they were 10 years, children in the programme had a mean IQ of 104 (varying from 93 to 138), 

while the other children's mean IQ was 86 (varying from 72 to 106); another way of seeing the  

results is that none of those c hildren taking part in the preschool enrichment programme were  

mentally retarded (that is, having an IQ less than 85), but 60% of those not likewise involved were 

tested as retarded mentally. 

These research studies show that parents, especially mothers, can maximize their children's 

intellectual potential by raising them up in an intellectually stimulatinq environment. What then is 

such an environment? It appears,  that  such an environment is characterised by: 

* Physical safety, 

* Psychological safety, 

* Variety of experiences, 

* Sufficiency in toy materials, and  perhaps, most important of all, 

* Responsive parents. 

A physically safe environment allows the child to move around freely and to explore confidently 

without being hurt or  damaging. (It also relieves parents, especially the mother, of worrying.) Young 

children learn how things are and how they work through actively observing how things 'behave' 

when they themselves behave in certain ways. It is through these interactions children come to 

understand weight, length, distance, number, hardness, texture, height, depth, and many other 

concepts that are essential to success in early school work . 

A psychologically safe environment means that the child is allowed to disagree and encouraged to 

ask questions. Children's questions may sound too simple, meaningless or even ridiculous. Children's 

questions can be disruptive to busy mothers when asked at the wrong time. Children's questions can 

be frustrating when parents do not know how to answer them. Nonetheless, it is the spirit and 

courage to ask personally meaningful questions that help the child maintain an inquisitive mind 
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which is the essence of intelligence. (Such awkward situations give the mother a chance to show off 
her intelligence because, as John Holt says, " the true test of intelligence is not how much we know 
how to do, but how we behave when we don’t know what to do.”)  
 
Variety in experiences and sufficiency of toy materials extend the child's opportunity available in the 
immediate environment of his family to develop his intellect. Visiting places and re-visiting old places 
give the child a chance to see new things, people and objects in the old ways and to see familiar 
things, people and objects in new ways. Old questions may be asked and new ones may arise. Old 
answers may be re-interpreted (by the child) and new ones incorporated into his understanding 
hitherto. This is the way the child learn to be intelligent. As for toys, they need not be expensive or 
attractive ( to the parents? ) or fashionable, but they ought to be 'educational'. Toys that are 
'educational' are those which allow the child to touch, bite, taste, twist, throw, shake, smell, take 
apart, put together, re-combine, etc., etc. In short, they are those by playing with them the child can 
make full use of his senses, muscles, and above all his mind.  
 
Responsive parents are essential to the child's intellectual development. Parents wishing to 
maximize their children's intellectual potential will do well by spending time with the growing 
children - - talk to them, sing to them, read to them and play with them. And, have them talk to you, 
sing to you, read to you and play with you. Within reasonable limits, allow children to do what you 
are doing when they like to do that too. Do these with some kinds of running commentary or 
conversation; this will help them learn languages and thinking. However, these will be best done in a 
'friendly' manner where pleasant emotional tone prevails. Formal teaching or coaching only put 
them off and thus reduces the chances of intellectual development. Love is not enough, neither is 
teaching alone. They have to go hand in hand if the child’s intellectual potential is to be maximised.  
 
As the researchers of the Milwaukee Project concludes after years of experience,  
“At any moment of one’s life, an inspired, encouraging mother…a supportive environment can 
support a behaviour system appropriate to the academic demands of schools.”  
 
__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
This article is based on a talk given at the Seminar on “How to Nurture Your Child’. 
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