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Introduction







WHAT TO EXPECT FROM THIS BOOK


I decided to write this book in response to the questions I get asked, many times over, by parents I meet through my clinical work as a child and adolescent psychotherapist. There are a few core questions that every parent has, and the answers are often hard to articulate in a concise way. The same questions crop up during various public talks and media panels to which I contribute.


Many books for parents look at how parents can respond to or manage difficult behaviours in their children, but few look at raising children in more general terms. This book hopes to outline ideas and strategies that can be used with all children, whether they exhibit behavioural issues or not.


It is true that you don’t get a licence before you become a parent and that there is no definitive rule book that explains how to fulfil this complex and vital role. This book does not claim to be that panacea, but it does strive to describe how parents should take different approaches with different children. Many parents are perplexed as to how two of their children could have ‘turned out’ so differently. ‘But we raised them exactly the same!’ they say. This is the reason this book was not written in the ‘five steps to being the perfect parent’ format; I believe we need to raise our children in ways that reflect the natural features of their personalities. These elements include temperament, vulnerability and robustness – characteristics that vary from child to child.


In addition, it’s important to remember that children and adolescents manage their struggles differently from adults. At the risk of being too simplistic, I think there are generally



two types of young people, who can be broadly categorised as ‘externalisers’ and ‘internalisers’. Externalising children and adolescents are normally openly demonstrative about their feelings, and they tend to present with behavioural expressions that are classed as ‘difficult’. These children slam doors, swear, become agitated, dye their hair blue or get body piercings without permission. In short, they project their difficult feelings outwards. Internalisers, on the other hand, are more introspective with their difficulties. They tend to be objectively quiet, compliant children who do not present with behavioural problems. Rather, they tend to withdraw, isolate themselves and present as anxious, ruminating on whatever might be bothering them. Most mainstream parenting books and programmes tend to focus on helping parents manage the behaviours of externalising children, because they’re more immediately obvious and problematical, but there are many ways that parents can help their internalising children too.


This book is for all parents of all types of children of all ages in all family settings. It sets out to try to answer the questions I am most frequently asked, the ones that are the most difficult to answer. With this book I aim to provide parents with an understanding of the ‘whys’ of their children’s behaviour and in it I will try to explain why some children react differently from others when it comes to life’s challenges. I will give parents some practical advice and help them to do what they can to safeguard their children.


I will address some of the particular challenges of being a parent today, notably the impact on children of the influence of technology and the media. I will also encourage parents to examine their own relationship with technology and its



impact on family life, especially given the recent onslaught of digital and online technologies in our homes. Speaking to parents, I have learned that they feel a bit at sea when it comes to what to do about these recent advancements, and this is largely due to a disconnect between their world and their children’s. Parents are often unsure as to how to negotiate this technological space with their child or teenager. Typically, their questions begin ‘When should I’ or ‘What is the right time to’, and my fairly uninspiring reply is usually along the lines of ‘It all depends on the child.’


Over the course of this book I am going to describe, in the detail that these questions deserve, an outline of different parenting approaches for different types of child. Crucially, though, all the strategies I will discuss share an emphasis on developing the elements of personality that encourage robustness and cop on, skills that will serve all children well. I will also encourage parents to be aware of the contemporary challenges that young children and adolescents – and, by proxy, parents – face in modern-day Ireland.





——





I have worked with children, teenagers and their families for the past 18 years, and I have seen up close the new challenges that parents face in raising children in Ireland today. I have worked with families through the Celtic Tiger, and I have met and treated the affectionately described ‘Celtic Tiger Cubs’ over the course of their development through their teenage years. I also now regularly work with families trying to adjust to quite significant post-Celtic Tiger financial and lifestyle adjustments, and I have become acutely aware of the



effect this has on how they live their lives.


I have witnessed, and taken part in, the technological revolution. I can remember working in child and adolescent mental health services when the mobile phone was first becoming a feature of Irish society. As a consumer of technology myself, I have had to reflect on some of own my slip-ups and mistakes as I, like many of us these days, became hooked on technology. More importantly, I became a parent myself in recent years, which has given me new insight into the complexity of being an Irish parent trying to navigate these changing times.


Ultimately, this book’s goal is to help parents become aware of core qualities that can sustain their children through the challenges they will inevitably face throughout their lives. Central to this is the need to foster resilience in children and how, as parents, we can protect our children’s self-esteem and nurture their development by encouraging a sense of ‘cop on’. In a time when traditional values are being challenged by whatever seems quicker and easier, I feel that some important building blocks of our personalities are being lost – a sense of cop on being the most basic one.


MY BACKGROUND


I am a child and adolescent psychotherapist and I have been working in this area for the last 15 years, both in Ireland and the UK. I began my career as a psychiatric nurse in Saint John of God Hospital in Stillorgan, Co. Dublin, in 1995. This was considered an unusual career choice for boys at the time. When I completed my Leaving Certificate, my decision to go into nursing was made on the basis that I did not want to go to university, and that I had been told that I was pretty



unimpressive with my hands so a career as a tradesman was not a runner. To give you an idea of how young I was at the time, I remember thinking that a career in nursing promised a favourable girl-boy ratio on the job, which would surely improve my prospects of some romance. So my initial vocation for my new career was no more convincing than that. I was never the child who went around with a toy stethoscope around his neck, destined for a career in medicine, but just the opposite – a lost teenager, who accidentally ended up in psychiatry.


I recall this story every year at exam time when I’m invariably working with young people who are panicking about their career choices or who feel they aren’t certain what they want to do after they leave school. As is often the case in such situations, it seems that everyone else you know has a plan and you’re the only one with reservations. In telling my own story, I stress that no one knows what the future holds and I hope that this offers some form of reassurance – or at least a giggle at my expense. Even big decisions made on a whim can turn out for the best or turn out very well indeed, in my case.


I am extremely lucky as I now find myself in a career that I can honestly say I really love and continue, even after 18 years, to be completely passionate about. When I completed my psychiatric nurse training in 1998 in a class that comprised six men and six women – things had turned out differently from what I’d anticipated – I knew that I had made the right decision. My nurse training was of the old ‘apprenticeship’ model, which no longer exists, and it was very challenging. My parents were worried at the time about my career choice; they thought I wouldn’t stick with it. Nurse training was



demanding: it required me to head into a geriatric ward for a 13-hour shift on a Sunday morning, just as many of my peers who were in college were coming home from a night out. However, despite the less-than-favourable male-female ratio and the long hours, something kept me going to reach the finishing line.


Upon reflection, what kept me going was my passionate interest in the mental and psychological components of the human subject. There were many really difficult experiences during my training; I remember having to physically restrain acutely ill patients and witnessing disturbing procedures like electro-convulsive therapy. These were ‘make or break’ situations for a somewhat immature 18-year-old boy. However, after these events I found myself not traumatised or disturbed, but rather preoccupied with trying to understand the human behaviour that led to these experiences. My relentless pursuit of an understanding of the meaning behind behaviour was the catalyst for pursuing a career in psychoanalysis; I still question behaviour in my clinical work today.


My interest in working with children and adolescents began when I was on a clinical placement on Saint Anne’s Adolescent Unit in Saint John of God Hospital. This was a turning point in my career, and my time there had a profound effect on directing my clinical interests. At Saint John of God’s, I met young people who exhibited similar symptoms and difficulties to their older counterparts on the adult units but with one major difference: these symptoms and difficulties were only emerging. There was, I felt, a real window of opportunity to engage these young people and perhaps interrupt or re-route any negative patterns



or behaviours. This is the motivation that attracts many professionals to this speciality, but it is one that can also lead to much disillusionment as it’s very demanding work. I have found over the course of my career that many young people who seem to be at risk can, with the help of therapy and early intervention, instigate changes that lead them in a more positive direction. These are the cases that get me out of bed in the morning and keep me motivated to continue in this line of work.


Once I decided that I wanted to work with children and adolescents, I completed a postgraduate qualification in child and adolescent psychiatry in Dublin City University. Later, I moved to London, where I worked in the wonderful Great Ormond Street Hospital for a number of years. There I enjoyed many opportunities for further training, and I worked on some fascinatingly complex cases. I then moved to Edinburgh to work as nurse manager of the child and adolescent inpatient unit at the Royal Edinburgh Hospital until I returned to Ireland in 2003, when I joined the staff of Our Lady’s Children’s Hospital in Crumlin and the Lucena child and adolescent mental health services in south Dublin. It was soon after my return to Ireland that I began to develop a career in psychotherapy.


Psychotherapy was once described to me as ‘the science of subjectivity’, a definition that rings true for me. This definition suggests that everyone is entirely different and that multiple truths can co-exist in everyone’s story. I am specifically interested in psychoanalysis, as it explores the conscious and unconscious motivations for our thoughts, feelings and behaviours. Psychoanalysis also examines the relevance of our earlier life experiences to our adult lives



and attempts to link these events to our choices, desires and reactions. Psychoanalysis pays specific attention to early childhood experiences and attachment patterns, which I will refer to throughout the book. I completed a graduate diploma in psychoanalytic studies in Dublin Business School, and later a master’s in child and adolescent psychoanalytic psychotherapy in Trinity College, Dublin. My time at Trinity offered me my first experience of working one on one with young people as a psychotherapist, which provided me with a perspective that guided me far beyond my professional work. I now understand my clinical work, myself and even my world through the existence and influence of the unconscious mind.


I have been working as a child and adolescent psychotherapist for the last nine years. My journey to here has taught me many things. I am privileged to be in contact with young people who are willing to describe to me the challenges of living in their world. Their stories are always complex and can be simultaneously harrowing and enlightening. The process of engaging young people in the psychotherapy process is always evolving, and so too are the skills required to be a psychotherapist. In working with children and adolescents, there is a fine line between being seen as trustworthy and coming across as just another authoritarian adult in their lives who knows best and tells them what to do. A core aspect of developing the therapy process is being honest, which I really do value and hold at the forefront of my approach. Experience has taught me that young people value honesty and appreciate it when someone trusts them with important information and doesn’t try to hoodwink them. By setting out the parameters of the



therapeutic relationship with my young clients in this way, I establish an expectation of honesty that I believe is the true measure of the process’s success.


I have learned so much from speaking to young people about what they value in relationships and I try to implement what I have learned in how I go about what I do. I try very hard to listen to what is ‘really’ being asked for, which is often a real challenge. However, I believe it is always an investment of time well spent.


The young people I meet give me the inside track on developments within their culture as they happen, allowing me an insight into what it is like to grow up amid the current challenges of contemporary Ireland. Being in my mid-thirties means that I am far enough away from their world not to be threatening to it, yet near enough to it to understand some of the elements of it too. As one young person said to me, ‘Colman, you are by no means cool, but you’re not quite a dinosaur yet.’ I took this as a compliment.


Over the course of this book, I will be borrowing from stories that young people have told me about what it’s like to grow up in modern Ireland, and will try to pass some of this knowledge on to you. Unsurprisingly, when I told some of my young clients that I was about to write a book, they looked concerned, which I interpreted as ‘Are you going to talk about me?’ or ‘Are you going to sell us out by telling parents our secrets?’ I would like to reassure all my clients, past and present, that the contents of this book will be based on what are called ‘composite clinical cases’. This means that any case examples will be a ‘hybrid’ collection of a number of young people’s experiences, and I will not refer to any cases directly or in any identifiable way. Also, although I will give readers



enough information to help them to assist their adolescent children if they are struggling, I am not going to supply them with ways to keep up surveillance on their children in such a way that they will never be able to do anything private again – that would be counter-productive. Everyone needs a few secrets and a good bit of privacy, especially in adolescence, so I have no issue in keeping some of that information out of the pages of this book.


What I do hope to outline are some of the changes that have occurred in Irish society over the past decade and to inform parents of the potential impact of these changes. I will suggest ways in which traditional parental and family values can be maintained in a society that seems committed to stamping them out. One of the main issues the book will focus on is the impact of technology on modern-day parenting. I have been left aghast on many occasions when young people of all ages tell me about the capacity of technologies that they use and are familiar with and the serious complications that can arise with their use. I am a self-confessed technology fan, and I regularly engage in the online world. I love technology, but I am becoming increasingly aware of the pitfalls of this relationship, and as a parent of three small children I feel obliged to become more aware of the evolution of technology in order to protect them on their inevitable journey through it.


As I will explain more comprehensively throughout the book, this is in no way a ‘finger-wagging exercise’ that criticises parents or their lax parenting in this technological age. I hope it will be the very opposite. In keeping with my policy of honesty and openness, I will refer to my own slips throughout the book, as I too have been lured by the



technological seduction, and I will explain how I continually work to keep on top of it as I raise my own children.


Colman Noctor
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Section One


THE IRISH FAMILY TODAY: a return to cop on









WHO WE ARE: THE IRISH PARENTING EVOLUTION


We have been sold a bill of goods as Irish parents. We have been led to believe that raising children can be made to fit in with our many other goals in life, and that there should be a neat, easy path to doing it perfectly – we just have to find the right method, the right system, the right master plan, book, website or app and it will all come together. If we play Mozart to the baby in the womb, they will grow up to be more cultured and intelligent; if we follow this ‘foolproof’ method, our toddler will sleep through the night; we’re encouraged to sign up our teenagers to endless hours of extracurricular activities, and we are told that all this can be done with relatively little effort, if we just get organised.


The truth of the matter is that raising children is difficult: fact. It always has been, and it always will be. It’s a time-consuming part of life for which there is plenty of guidance available, but very little of it is useful in real life. There is an inevitable trial-and-error aspect of being a parent, and each child and their every life stage present different and equally difficult challenges. In short, being the ‘perfect parent’ is neither possible nor desirable, and the same goes for raising the ‘perfect children’.





Being the ‘perfect parent’ is neither possible nor desirable, and the same goes for raising the ‘perfect children’.





Irish parents today


Finding the simplest route to perfect family life has been



particularly appealing to Irish parents in recent years, and with good reason: we haven’t had an easy run of it. The extreme changes we have experienced in contemporary Irish society over the last decade or so mean we have had to learn different ways of managing our families. The Celtic Tiger and post-Celtic Tiger periods have brought about new types of familial situations, the most common of which I’ll deal with here.


I have coined some phrases to describe some of the new trends in family life, but only for purposes of clarity – the terms are not intended to denigrate any parent who identifies with the concepts described. In fact, some of these scenarios apply to me and my family. The situations described below are the direct result of contemporary societal changes and are by no means criticisms of how parents are raising their children. Indeed, I hope that you recognise some of your own family struggles here. In realising that you’re not alone and that the way our society has changed has inevitably shaped the way we raise our children, I hope you feel empowered to identify some of modern parenthood’s biggest shared challenges and make changes for the better to suit you and your family.


M50 Parents


Nowadays it is very common for both parents in a family to have to work full time. These parents most likely began their family during the Boom, and were sold the notion that everyone had to get on the property ladder or they would lose out royally in terms of their future. These parents are more than likely middle-income earners; during the property bubble, the areas they could best afford were quite far from



where they worked, so they looked at houses in what would be generously described as the ‘commuter belt’.


Under pressure to have a roof over their heads and promised that ‘you will never lose on bricks and mortar’, M50 Parents purchased their homes and as a result now have lengthy commutes to work. For many M50 Parents, this involves a commute of over an hour to and from work, and the majority of that time is spent in traffic.


So how does this style of life affect how these parents raise their children? M50 Parents have such long commutes to and from work that they have limited windows of time to spend with their children during the working week. A typical M50 Parent gets up at 6:30 or 7 a.m. to get their children ready to go to childcare, be it a local crèche or a child-minder. Their contact with their children in the morning, then, is limited to 30 to 45 minutes when everyone is tired, resentful of having to be up so early and under pressure – just ask any parent how many times they say, ‘Hurry up!’ on any given morning.


After this stressful window, M50 Parents drop their children to childcare and continue on to work through more traffic. After work is finished at 5 p.m. – if they’re lucky – then comes the long commute home, via childcare. Typically, M50 Parents collect their children at around 6 or 6:30 p.m. Again, both parents and children are tired after a long day, and time pressure is a feature here too. M50 Parents get a minute-long ‘handover’ from the child-minder and continue the drive home. Once they’re home, the evening mealtime and bedtime routines begin, depending on the age of the child. Once more, this is all done while watching the clock. This period of the evening is often described as the ‘witching hour’ by parents, as children are over-tired just before they



are due to go to bed and so are more prone to difficult behaviour.


Over the course of a typical weekday, M50 Parents might spend a total of an hour or two with their children, usually conducted through a haze of exhaustion and perhaps irritability – and that’s just the parents. Having such limited time with each other under such trying circumstances undoubtedly has an impact on the relationship between parent and child. But it also affects the other times that the family gets to spend together under better, less stressful circumstances – like at the weekends. Come Saturday, M50 Parents finally get a chance to spend some quality time with their children. M50 Parents honestly and openly describe ‘indulging’ their children at the weekends specifically because they ‘only get this time to be together’. There are many forces at work in this indulgence; many parents, including myself, fall into this pattern due to a combination of factors, including feelings of guilt, a sense of competition with midweek caregivers, and a desire to compensate for absence during the week.


As an M50 Parent myself, I understand: you don’t want to spend the little time you have with your children chastising them or disciplining them for every little thing. As a result, you pick your battles. Sometimes this level of tolerance can be understood in the context of all the other days of the week, but sometimes there’s a temptation to simply spoil your child. With my first child, I became acutely aware of my own tendency towards this kind of behaviour, so I had to ask myself what I was teaching my child by my indulgence. If toleration of frustration, learning to wait, delaying gratification and building inner resilience are what I want



my child to learn, then how does buying them gifts or giving into their every demand nurture those qualities? In short, it doesn’t. So I have had to row back on this habit, which was hard luck for my second child.


For M50 Parents there can also be some conflicting expectations between their style of caregiving and that of their children’s midweek caregiver. Often this causes confusion for their children, in addition to being difficult for the parents to manage. In many ways, M50 Parents feel obliged to the midweek caregiver; they often also fear that if they are overly demanding with their children’s caregiver, or if they challenge their methods, the caregiver might take their frustration out on their children. The crèche horror stories revealed recently in the press spoke to every parent’s fears about choosing who minds their children. So if a parent’s problem with their child’s caregiver isn’t too big a problem, an M50 Parent frequently just ‘grins and bears it’. This is an incredibly difficult thing to do for any parent, and, as we all know, biting your tongue is a tiresome and stressful activity.


Often, rather than taking advantage of parental guilt, children punish M50 Parents for their absence. One way for a child to do this is to demand to stay at childcare when being collected. This gut-wrenching experience is one I myself have undergone, and it makes for an effectively painful punishment. Another is for the child to refuse to engage with their parent on the drive home. I am sure many M50 Parents have asked their child, ‘How did you get on today?’ only to be met with a sulky turn to look out the window. These rejections are entirely normal reactions for small children, but they are nonetheless very painful for parents. The struggle for M50 Parents to try to create meaningful relationships with their children under



such difficult circumstances is significant. In an ideal world, working part-time or a four-day week might help in managing these difficult dynamics, for one parent at least. But financial realities and the need to pay an enormous mortgage for that property miles out on the commuter belt (which now may be worth only a fraction of what M50 Parents continue to pay for it) mean that this is not always possible.


Striking the right balance can be difficult for all of us, but I believe it is not impossible. Much of this book will focus on getting the balance right in many different areas of parenting, and later I will suggest ways you can better use the time you do have with your children. I will outline the important interactions and sharing that build resilience in your child and in your relationship, and how you can improve the parent-child dynamic to avoid some of the pitfalls that are so typical of modern parenting. In the course of my work I have seen how some parents manage the M50 Parent role superbly well and I have borrowed many of their top tips. I will show you the importance of managing the expectations of both parents and children and how to create ‘sacred spaces’ for family interactions that are about time, not things.


Grandparent Parenting


In recent years there has been a move towards, or indeed back to, grandparents minding their grandchildren. In days of old, grandparents often played a central role in the family, and this trend seems to have re-emerged. In some cases, this is because parents can no longer afford crèches, au pairs or child-minders, so their parents (the children’s grandparents) are asked to help out with child-minding duties during the week.




A wonderful consequence of this development is that children and their grandparents have been forming close relationships. This is indeed a very good thing and gives a great sense of comfort and validation to both parties. However, like M50 Parents, parents in a Grandparent Parenting situation can feel less involved with their children and indeed less like a primary caregiver. A child’s close relationship with their grandparents can make parents worry about the quality of their own relationship with their child. It can also be quite difficult to manage the conflicting rules and expectations that grandparents set for their grandchildren compared with those of parents. It could be that Granny lets the child be cheeky, which she puts down to being ‘spirited’, or that Granddad sees no problem in giving the child four Jaffa Cakes on the drive home, just before dinner. Many parents feel that they can’t say anything; after all, grandparents often provide childcare at a reduced rate of pay, if they are paid at all.


This dynamic is a difficult one to manage, as parents are incredibly grateful to their parents or their spouse’s parents for minding their children, but it is not without its complications – complications that many parents are loath to admit exist. If your parents are now the primary caregivers for your children, this can also bring up its own trans-generational conflicts about how children should be raised. Unlike with child-minders from outside the family, parents in a Grandparent Parenting situation might worry that their children will experience problems with their grandparents that they know all too well from their own childhood. For example, one parent explained to me that her mother had always passed comments about people’s weight,



a quality that she really disliked. The woman’s daughter was now making similarly disparaging comments about people’s weight, which the woman was finding difficult to manage. She did not want to raise the issue with her own mother, because she felt obliged to say nothing, as her mother was minding her granddaughter as a favour.


A more serious concern is the impact on children of the loss of a grandparent through illness or bereavement, particularly if the grandparent is a primary caregiver to a child for a considerable period over their formative years. This can have a devastating effect on children, and can in many ways be experienced like losing a parent. Grandparent-grandchild relationships can be incredibly strong, and it is important to recognise that children experience grief with a similar intensity to adults, but perhaps before they are cognitively or emotionally ready to deal with it. Sometimes children are expected to adjust to this loss without adequate understanding or support and this can be problematic.


The involvement of grandparents in childcare can bring great benefits, including love, peace of mind and affordability. Yet like all family arrangements, it is not without its complications.


The GAA Tiger Mum


A prominent feature of contemporary Irish life for parents is what I call the ‘GAA Tiger Mum’. The ‘Tiger Mom’ is a concept that originated in a book by Amy Chua in 2011 that described an aspect of Chua’s experience of this stereotypical Chinese-American parenting style. The Tiger Mom focuses hugely on the academic progress of her children through strict schooling and many extracurricular activities. The



Tiger Mom is so called for her distinct ‘hyper-disciplined’ parenting approach and her laser-like focus on her children’s achievements and performance. Needless to say, the Tiger Mom is often considered to be pushy. Chua describes back-to-back piano lessons, music classes and extensive ballet courses consuming most, if not all, of her non-study ‘free time’ every week. This strict scheduling was intended to help ‘keep your children on track’ to ‘becoming all they could be’.


Though an extreme example, this is essentially a common position parents take when it comes to rationalising their expectations of their children, but pressuring a child to ‘be all that they can be’ is a fairly ambitious expectation. How many of us adults can claim to ‘be all that we can be’? This attitude fails to take into account the realities of life, particularly children’s lives, and the general principles of performance. No athlete achieves their best every week. There is a natural ebb and flow to performance that fluctuates because of circumstances, and the notion of having ‘off days’ and not performing at an optimum level is part of life. Yet there are parents who do not grasp this concept and who expect their children to perform at their peak all the time.
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