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Note: Times given refer to development after 
conception. As with all individuals, some variation 
may exist in time of development. Lengths are 
measured from top of the head to the lower trunk.
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INTRODUCTION

When I was in medical school, the 
curriculum was designed as a “systems 

approach”  – meaning that we studied each system 
separately. We began with the respiratory system, 
then circulatory system, and so on. For each unit, 
we would focus on all aspects – biochemistry, 
anatomy, physiology, embryology (development 
of the embryo following conception), etc. – of 
one particular system. After the first few units, I 
realized that in embryology, the professor always 
completed his instruction after the eighth week 
of gestation. All the intricate changes, cellular 
migrations, and cell differentiation were completed 
by eight weeks to form perfect, albeit tiny, organ 
systems. I was shocked. Surely, this could not be 
true with the central nervous system, the final 
system we studied. And yet, as spring became 
summer and we completed that first brutal year of 
medical school, we also completed the embryology 
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of the brain and all the nerves by, (you guessed it), 
eight weeks of gestation!  
     When years later I would become a mother, 
I marveled at the ultrasounds of my little ones. I 
stared with awe and wonder at their perfect toes 
and fingers. I now knew that, just a few weeks 
after conception, they had been formed and blood 
was already pulsing through them.
     This beautiful pamphlet is a look inside the 
process that remains hidden, but no longer 
mysterious. Science has indeed answered the 
question of when life begins – it clearly begins 
at the moment of conception when this awe-
inspiring sequence is initiated. The choreography 
of the cellular migration is nothing if not 
spectacular. Please recognize and internalize the 
beauty of creation and contemplate the precise 
design of our beginnings. Let that reverence reflect 
how you treat every person you encounter, no 
matter where he is on the continuum of life.

Kerry Pound M.D.
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Fertilization

The First Four Weeks

Fertilization (conception), the union of the 
sperm cell from the father and the ovum from 
the mother takes place, and a new life begins. 
Each parent donates 23 chromosomes to the 
genetic plan (DNA) for the new human being. 
The zygote soon begins to divide, and the cells 
begin the process of change, or differentiation, 
which will result in the formation of the 
tissues and organs of the developing life.    
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Implantation
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The Third and Fourth 
Weeks

By the end of the third week, the foundations 
of the brain and nervous system have been 
established, and the heart will begin to beat.

By the fourth week, muscle tissue is beginning 
to develop. Arms and legs start development, 
as well as earliest stages of the eye and inner 
ear.  But the new life is very small, less than a 
quarter of an inch.
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This illustration depicts the development of an 
embryo at various stages, from fertilization to 
about 8 weeks.
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The Fifth to the Eighth 
Weeks

In the fifth week, the beginnings of hands 
and feet can be seen. Brain waves have been 
recorded at about six weeks, and the eyes are 
beginning to darken. By the sixth week, the 
first simple movements have begun and will 
become more purposeful in the eighth week. 
The appearance of the embryo is gradually 
becoming more recognizable as what it is – a 
developing baby.

Fifth and Sixth Weeks

Pictured right: An unborn baby at 
6 weeks, measuring 1/2 inch
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Seventh and Eight Weeks

At eight weeks, the eyelids will start to seal 
over until the seventh month.  The stomach 
and digestive organs have already been 
developing, and permanent kidneys are 
preparing to function. The new life is now a 
little more than an inch and is called a fetus. 
which is Latin for “offspring”, or “young one.”

Pictured right: An unborn baby at 8 weeks, 
measuring 1-1/4 inches
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The Ninth to the Twelfth 
Weeks

By the ninth week, the beginnings all major 
body systems have been established, and the 
remainder of the pregnancy is concerned 
with growth and specialization of tissues, 
organs, and systems. The eyelids have become 
closed, and the face continues to become well 
formed. Fingernails, toenails, and early-stage 
fingerprints have begun to develop at about 
ten weeks. As the tissues and organs continue 
to develop, the activities of the new life 
become more specialized.

Ninth to Tenth Week

Pictured right: Unborn baby at 8-10 weeks
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Between nine and twelve weeks, the child 
can open and close its mouth, swallow the 
surrounding fluid, turn its head, make a fist, 
and touch its face. The brain has continued to 
develop into areas that will perform particular 
functions. By about eleven weeks, the part 
of the brain responsible for future learning, 
memory, and processing information has 
begun to develop.

Whether the developing baby will be a boy or 
a girl is determined at fertilization, but it is 
not until the twelfth week that the sex of the 
child can be determined visually.

All this in a human being less than four inches 
in length and weighing just about an ounce 
and a half!

Eleventh to Twelfth Weeks
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Left: Feet at 11 weeks. If the 
developing child could 
stand, these feet would 
fit very easily on top 
of a dime.© Life Issues Institute
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The Fourth, Fifth and Sixth 
Months

Fourth Month 

Pictured right: Face of unborn baby at
16 weeks

The developing baby goes through a period 
of rapid growth during the fourth month. 
Bones are becoming more solid, and the 
movements of the arms and legs are becoming 
more coordinated. At about four and a half 
months, “quickening” occurs – a mother can 
feel the movement of the new life within. The 
baby’s lungs have been developing branching 
“airways” for breathing after birth.  But even 
before the fourth month, the first breathing 
movements have been taking place.
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Fifth Month 

By the beginning of the fifth month, the baby 
may be six inches long, and weigh about half a 
pound. Head hair and eyebrows have become 
visible. The unborn child is beginning to 
detect sounds and will respond to the mother’s 
voice before birth.  

Pictured right: Unborn baby at 20 weeks
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Ultrasound (sonogram) uses sound waves to 
show a picture of the baby in the uterus. It is 
standard care at 20 weeks and is usually the 
first time the parents “see” their child.
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By the sixth month, all parts of the eye have 
been developed, rapid eye movements have 
begun, and the eyelashes are present. At the 
end of this month, the baby’s weight may 
have increased to almost two pounds, and 
body length is about nine inches. Babies 
born prematurely, as young as 22 weeks old, 
have survived outside the womb with proper 
medical treatment.

Sixth Month

Pictured right: Mother and her 25-week-old 
premature baby
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Seventh, Eighth and Ninth 
Months

Seventh Month

In the seventh month, the baby’s eyelids are 
open, and hearing is well developed.  The 
baby responds to both light and sound and 
may change position quite often.  The lungs 
have matured enough to allow for oxygen 
exchange; the central nervous system (the 
brain and spinal cord) have further developed 
and coordinate breathing movements in a 
more rhythmic way. For the remainder of the 
pregnancy the baby increases dramatically in 
size.
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Eighth Month

 If born prematurely, and given proper care, 
the child has a good chance of surviving. The 
skin has begun to smooth out over a layer of 
stored fat which provides insulation.
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Ninth Month

By the end of the ninth month, the baby 
weighs about six to nine pounds and is ready 
for life outside the womb. 

Pictured right:
Top: Unborn baby at nine months gestation
Bottom: Same baby one week later at birth
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Birth
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