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This book is meant to complement, not substitute for, the advice given by your child’s pediatrician. It should not be used as an alternative to appropriate medical care. The authors have exerted every effort to ensure that the information presented is accurate up to the time of publication. However, in light of ongoing research and the constant flow of information, it is possible that new findings may invalidate some of the data presented here. Before starting any treatment or new program, you should consult your pediatrician about your own child’s health, symptoms, diagnosis, and treatment.
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Preface







Ever since I wrote the first Touchpoints book, published in 1992, I have been asked by parents and professionals all over the country  to write some short, practical books on the common challenges  that parents face as they raise their children. Among the most common are crying, discipline, sleep, toilet training, feeding,  sibling rivalry, and aggression.






In my years of pediatric practice, families have taught me that problems in these areas often arise predictably as a child develops.  In these short books I have tried to address the problems that parents are bound to encounter as their children regress just before they make their next developmental leap. Each book describes  these “touchpoints”—of crying, discipline, sleep, toilet training, feeding, sibling rivalry, and aggression—so that parents  can better understand their child’s behavior. Each also offers  specific suggestions as to how parents can help their child master the challenges they face in these areas so that they can get back on track.




In general, these books focus on the challenges of the first six years of life, though occasionally older children’s issues are referred  to. In the final section, special problems are discussed, though these short books are not intended to cover these topics exhaustively. Instead, we hope that these books will serve as easy-to-use guides for parents to turn to as they face their child’s growing pains, or “touchpoints” that signal exciting leaps of development.




As with Touchpoints Three to Six, I have invited Joshua Sparrow,  M.D., to co-author these books with me, to add his perspective  as a child psychiatrist. Though difficulties such as siblings  who fight, compete, or won’t share, for example, are both common and predictable, they make great demands on parents. These kinds of problems are for the most part temporary and not serious, yet without support and understanding, they can overwhelm a family, and send a child’s development seriously off course. It is our hope that the straightforward information provided in these books will help prevent those unnecessary derailments, and provide reassurance for parents in times of uncertainty,  so that the excitement and joy of helping a young child grow can be rekindled.
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CHAPTER 1
 Sibling Relationships







“Guess what! I’m pregnant with my second child,” mothers tell me, and then proceed to break into tears. “Are you worried that you’ll desert the older child?” I ask. Fighting back more tears, they swear they’ll never do that. But they know they will, as soon as the new baby arrives, and I know they will, too.






“No parent ever feels that she has enough mothering to go around,” Erik Erikson once said to me. “When one child needs her, she feels she is ignoring the other. Then, when both need her, she feels she hasn’t been able to satisfy either of them.” She must protect the baby, but to do this, she must often hold off the older child. The feeling that you are deserting one for the other can be crushing. Early on, parents resolve to treat each child fairly, but also begin worrying about how they’ll ever manage to be fair to both. Parents wonder, “How will I be able to see both children’s sides at once?” They fret about the inevitable rivalry between siblings, and they may not realize that each child will learn to adapt to the other, and that both children will learn to share their parents with each other.






In our mainstream culture, parents’ attention to children’s individual needs has become more important than valuing their ability to share and learn to live together. In some families, parents who value individual accomplishment more than the strength of the family encourage competition among siblings. Yet these same parents still want to know: “How will I get rid of the rivalry between my children?” Even when they seem to be raising each child to put his or her own goals before the family’s, parents ask: “How can I help my children learn to care about each other?” Ask any parents about their hopes for their children’s relationships, and you’ll hear, “I want them to care about each other, and to look after each other—for the rest of their lives.” Even in this competitive culture, parents believe that their children are their “brother’s keepers.” Our own children call each other before they call us when they have a problem. We are proud of that.






It is our hope that this book will help parents reach this important goal for their children. To some extent, sibling relationships are out of parents’ hands. But parents can make choices as they respond to each child and to the squabbles that can influence these relationships, for better or for worse. They can help turn their children’s interactions, negative and positive, into rich and valuable opportunities to learn about each other and how to live together. They can foster strong relationships among siblings by avoiding bids to take sides, and by resisting temptations to enlist one child as a parent’s ally against a sibling. Parents should expect that each child will have to learn how the other functions, and how to make himself or herself understood.






When I was making films about child development, a mother brought her 5-month-old baby to “perform” for us. The baby would laugh on cue, she’d hold up one hand, she’d sit and try to crawl. She was amazing. “How has she learned so much?” I asked. The mother pointed to the baby’s 6-year-old brother, who was carrying out all our commands across the room from her. As he did so, this baby would imitate him almost precisely. Each time she performed, he would grin and wave at her. No other reward but his approval.






Competitive feelings may fuel these learning processes, but learning to live together with others is, of course, the larger goal. Parents may feel that when a new baby arrives, they have deserted the previous one. But each sibling is a gift to the others.










Beyond Rivalry—Learning from Siblings






Is there an advantage in having siblings? I think so. In the 1980s, I was sent to Beijing by UNICEF, along with a group from the Society for Research in Child Development, to study the one-child family. We compared 4- and 5-year-olds from one-child families and two-child families. The preschoolers were scored on several items:










	Did they share toys easily?


	Did they think of others or of themselves first?


	Did other children like them?


	Did they appear to be self-centered in their play?








Children from one-child families scored lower on all items. Raised without other children by six adults (grandparents and parents) who cater to them, these only children were not learning to share with others, nor did they enjoy giving to others. Of course, the qualities of sharing and giving can be encouraged in only children when parents are aware that they’ll need to make a special effort. If parents recognize the child’s need to be with other children and to be taught to share, there can be advantages to being an only child; for example, an only child is always sure of her place in the family.






Children from families with more than one child must learn to share. Siblings learn from each other about how to recognize each others’ needs and to balance them with their own. Through their tiresome squabbles, they teach each other to negotiate and to compromise, and to include each other in their decision making. Every parent hopes that they’ll also learn to care about each other. An only child will need to turn to cousins and close friends for these experiences.








As siblings learn from each other, and to adapt to each other, rivalry and caring for the other become two sides of the same coin. As one develops, so will the other. I see sibling rivalry as an important way for each child to get to know the other: “How far can I go? How far can she? How far can I push her? What happens when she falls apart? What does it feel like to have her look up to me or to be furious at me?”








Watch the intense dedication of a small child to her older sibling’s activities.* She watches, watches, watches. Then sheimitates every move he makes, in exactly the same order—all at once. An impressive feat! If you were able to enter her mind, you might see her brain register the entire sequence before she performs it. In the more usual learning of a behavior, without a sibling model, that same child would more likely try to break down the sequence and practice pieces of it, only putting them together after mastering each step separately. Much more costly. Instead, though, a small child can learn in hunks from imitation and identification with an older sibling. Imagine the rapt devotion that this way of learning demands! The younger child almost absorbs a part of the older one. Think what an advantage it can be to have an older sibling to learn from. She knows intimately how he works, what makes him tick. Even without demonstrating it, she incorporates his style and his excitement as part of her own.






After a period of such intense admiration and imitation, the younger child may have had enough. She may become overwhelmed and exhausted. What does she do? She sets off a minor explosion—tearing down his block tower, interfering with his game, climbing into his lap, obstructing his view of his toys. She’ll use ingenious techniques to wreck what he’s doing when she knows she’s not yet able to copy it herself and win back his attention.






She’s trying to divert him from his own play to nurture her at a time when she might otherwise have a meltdown. Of course, he will react by resenting her and turning on her. A parent will hear her scream, rush in to protect her, and reprimand the older child for being jealous and insensitive toward his younger sister! A typical case of sibling rivalry involving conflict as well as learning.




What has the older sibling learned? As he played, he was aware of his sister’s studied interest. He felt rewarded by her entranced observation. He carefully geared his own activity down to a level that she could imitate. As she imitated him, he made his movements more complex, leading her slowly and carefully up to another level. As he added each step, he used his peripheral vision to see how far she could follow. He felt proud as he learned to nurture, teach, and lead. But when he led her too far, she collapsed. He had not learned her limits. Or had he?






Her failure to keep up may have bothered him more than her teasing and meltdown. Disappointed, he reacted to her with his own loss of control. Meanwhile, he’d learned, from her intense identification with him, how to adapt to her differences. The screaming and fighting distracted the parents from seeing the learning occurring through the siblings’ interaction. For the children, too, rivalry can cover up other intense feelings about each other.












Ghosts from the Nursery






 Sibling conflict is likely to call up old feelings, and powerful ones, in parents. They’re bound to relive childhood experiences with their own siblings. The child expert Selma Fraiberg called these “ghosts from the nursery.” When parents are aware of how much old memories can influence their reactions to their children, they may find that they are better able to choose their response.








“My older brother was always mean to me,” one parent recalled, explaining her overreaction to her oldest son’s pestering of the younger one. The traumatic aspects of the past are often more readily remembered than the more positive ones; as a result, parents may miss out on the positive aspects of their own children’s struggles. They’ll be mobilized, of course, by the younger child’s cry for help, and by the older child’s out-of-control behavior. Meanwhile, they may be ignoring the older brother’s tenderness and caretaking at certain points in these conflicts. Instead, they may remember their own pasts: “He seemed to care, then he deserted me and let me down.” Yet positive aspects of a parent’s own sibling experiences can serve as a guide. Try sharing both sides with your family. Then you’ll be more aware of your biases!








Bringing a second child into the family is a lot more challenging than any parent wants to admit. It’s not simply a matter of adding another soul to the teetering balance of a family. It disrupts all the old relationships, and it requires a new and more complicated equation. The new baby is not at the same stage of development, and may not have the same temperament as the older one to whom you have adjusted. Having two children involves a lot more than having one plus one!






When siblings tear at each other, parents want to protect the baby, but at the same time feel that they are ignoring the older child. They might react by trying to be fair. They try to sort out the sequence, the reason for the younger child’s misery. But they’ll never know exactly what happened. As they react, ignoring or punishing the older one for “being mean,” they are painfully aware that they are not playing fair.






Can parents learn from these feelings? Can they learn that rarely will they really know what started a sibling struggle, or which child was guilty and which one was innocent? Often, they’ll both be both. Parents will need to comfort both children for their disappointment in having broken the exciting bubble of play and learning about each other, and having fallen back into bickering and squeals.






A parent can use a lap to gather them both up, and then say, “You care so much about each other. You are learning so much about each other. Of course, you’re both miserable when you can’t get along. I can understand that. Can you? When you can stop fighting, you can play with each other again. Or you can leave each other to play alone. It’s your decision.” In the midst of an outburst, of course, this is easier said than done.








To handle such a crisis, parents will need to:










	Calm their own feelings; 


	Gather up the squirming fighting children; 


	Sit down; 


	Encourage each child to stop blaming the other and to take responsibility for his or her own role in learning to get along.








This approach is not learned overnight, but it can be a goal. And in the process, parents and children learn to be a family.










Temperament: Sibling Differences








As siblings learn to get along, they’ll have to deal with their differences in temperament. For example, on the surface, a quiet, sensitive child may not appear to react to her brother’s boisterous taunts and jeers. She seems to wait to be attacked. Her behavior is so submissive that an observer wants to tell her, “Don’t let him take advantage of you like that.” Her focus seems to be directed inward. Her breathing changes, but she does not move. As he descends on her to tease her, she watches him. She listens but doesn’t seem to respond. She has already learned to be as still as possible, to avoid becoming his target. When her brother builds up to a crescendo of activity, she might become even quieter, and more watchful. As he tears around the room, her only move is to place herself in his path. They collide, but she resorts only to silent sobs, her body limp and unresponsive. A parent’s reaction will be to rush to comfort her, while her brother stands by, shrouded in guilt and misery.








Over time, a younger sibling may even take on the behavior of a victim. In school, other children begin to respond to her passive withdrawal. She may become the victim of bullying, or be excluded as a result. Parents will wish that she would react more openly and fight back. But the style of a child like this is quiet observation and compliance.






If the first child is a highly active handful, parents may ask about the second, “Do you suppose she knew I couldn’t stand another one like that?” If they feel responsible for her gentle ways, parents may try to change her. But they’ll do best if they make sure she knows she’s accepted just as she is. Then they can watch carefully for their tendency to reward and reinforce her passivity and leave more room for her to stand up for herself.










Slotting






Often, almost magically, children fit themselves into slots in a family, different from each other, as if they “needed” to take special roles. A child with a quiet temperament who has a sibling full of hard-driving intensity may be led straight into an even more withdrawn role.






Parents can see this kind of reaction as one way that children learn about each other, and each others’ temperament. A child’s passivity could be attributed partly to the effect of temperament, including hypersensitivity to sound, to touch, or to being approached. But parents need also to recognize that their reactions reinforce children further in these various slots.






Parents can learn a lot by watching two siblings, while keeping out of sight. To their surprise, they may find that a boisterous older sibling likes to play with the quiet one as well as to tease her. When they sit on the floor together, he’ll slow down, build a block tower for her, watch her eyes grow large and glisten. In her own way, a watchful sibling pushes an active one to new mastery.




An adoring younger sibling learns that the older one will come to her when she calls. When they build up to a crisis, a word from her may avert it. She will begin to realize that she can woo him and win occasionally; parents will observe that children save these touching moments for times when they are alone. Free of others’ reactions, each child expands his range beyond his “slot.”








Think how much children learn by adapting to each other’s temperament. They can learn to share, to give, to console, to care about each other. Each also experiences the deeper satisfaction that such gestures bring.












Siblings: A Parent’s Presence






Sibling rivalry is much more likely to build up to a crescendo if a parent is nearby. I’ve never heard of a sibling who has really hurt another unless a parent was close at hand. I’m sure it has happened, but I suspect that it is rare. A major aim of siblings’ rivalry is to draw in a parent. Siblings want a parent involved to heighten the excitement, but also to be sure the parent is there to limit the danger of losing control. The assurance that a parent is nearby sets a boundary on how far the rivalry can be taken. It is almost as if children set up their struggles when a parent is near to be certain that they will be helped to learn how to stop themselves.






A wise parent will see sibling clashes as an opportunity for learning. But you will first need to handle your own angry and protective reactions. Then, you can gather up each child. Sit down with them both. Calmly face the episode together and with as little blame as possible. To an active older child, you might say, “You could have hurt her. I doubt that you’d feel good about that.” To a quiet but provocative younger one: “Your teasing made him angry. That may be why he got after you.” And to both: “You need to take care of this yourselves. But until you can stop hurting each other, I’ll have to stop you. Let me know when you feel ready to play together again— without clobbering each other!” You’ll be giving them the chance to learn to take care of each other, your long-term goal.
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* Throughout this chapter and the next, we refer to the younger sibling as “she,” and to the older one as “he,” except in discussions involving gender differences.
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