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Foreword



By Alice Callahan, PhD, author of The Science of Mom


A week ago, my five-year-old daughter, Cee, and I headed together out for some afternoon exercise. She recently mastered riding a two-wheel bike, and she never turns down the chance to take it for a spin. I’m thrilled that I can run along with her and get some exercise and fresh air, too. We were just emerging from a busy holiday season of visiting with relatives and travelling, and she and I could both use some one-on-one time together. This was just what we needed, I thought.


Except that our hour out together was actually pretty miserable. Cee seemed to whine about everything: the bumpy street, the cold, my safety rules, that I was going too slow, and a few minutes later, that I was going too fast. I tried to stay cheerful, but I found that I couldn’t turn her mood around. It was as if she was determined to be unhappy that afternoon.


That night, after tucking Cee and her little brother into bed, I started reading Growing Up Happy. On the first page, I read about Alexia Barrable and Jenny Barnett’s inspiration for this book: that ultimately, what we parents all want most for our children is that they are happy.


Yes! Those words rang so true to me, especially after my experience with Cee that afternoon. What I wanted most for Cee was that she could live each day with a happy heart. On that bike ride, I hoped that she could enjoy the power of her legs rather than whine about feeling tired, see the beauty in the silvery grey of the afternoon rather than grumble about the cold, and feel gratitude for our companionship rather than grumpy about my rules.


As all parents know, our kids are never going to be happy all of the time, and making that our goal would only lead to frustration. We all have days when we feel like things just aren’t going our way. That day, I let Cee have her grumpy afternoon, but once she was asleep, I was inspired to think about how we could cultivate more happiness in our family. Growing Up Happy came at just the right time for me.


What this book teaches us is that happiness doesn’t just happen to us. It isn’t something to sit around waiting for, like lucky fortune or good weather. It is something that we can create for ourselves and for our children. And even more importantly, we can teach them – mainly through our own example – how to create their own happiness, a skill set that will serve them throughout their lives.


At first glance, wishing our children to simply be happy might seem a bit shallow. It might conjure up mental pictures of a child getting every toy or treat that they request or having a life filled with fun experiences. Yet, we know from our own lives that having more things doesn’t necessarily bring more happiness, and fun is just as much about our attitude as it is about a particular experience.


As we learn in Growing Up Happy, it turns out that the same things that make people happier also make them better citizens of the world, and that is far from a shallow wish for our children. Expressing gratitude, fi nding meaningful work, helping others, being mindful – these are all examples of practices that create happiness in an individual, but they also radiate out in ways that make the world around us better. Over time, they can become lifelong habits, a way of being that will help our children be resilient to hardship and disappointment and indeed live happy lives, even when they are no longer living under the same roof as us.


The authors of Growing Up Happy have done a tremendous service to parents and educators by sorting through the scientific research on happiness to identify evidence-based strategies for increasing it. Supported by science and tested in the classroom and home by one of the authors, this book is a treasure trove of ideas to try as you see what works best for the children in your life.


When caring for children, so much of our days are consumed in what can feel like mundane routines. There are constant cycles of diapering and dressing, cooking and cleaning up, playing and bathing, and waking up and winding down. How much can we infuse happiness into these routines?


This book has inspired me to start by focusing on a few small but significant moments in the day. I’ve set an intention to be sure that we start each day with a happy greeting, so that when my kids wake me in the morning (always too early!), I remember to pull them in for a hug and kiss and a few sweet words. Our whole family is enjoying a pause before we begin our evening meal to reflect on something we’re feeling grateful for. And at the end of the day, as I tuck Cee into bed, I’m making it part of our routine to name our favourite part of the day, a way to recycle happiness and go to sleep thinking a happy thought.


There are many more ideas in Growing Up Happy that I’ll be trying with my children. This book teaches us that small actions and little habits can go a long way towards making a happy day – and a happy childhood.





Introduction –



If You’re Happy And You Know It . . .


‘Happiness is the meaning and the purpose of life, the whole aim and end of human existence.’   Aristotle


‘Happiness depends upon ourselves.’   Aristotle


How to Use this Book


This book is not a parenting manual. It will not tell you how to be a flawless parent, or how to raise perfect children, but it should give you some ideas on how to make the days you spend with your kids more enjoyable, meaningful and, ultimately, happier. It is an extended look into what makes children happy, and a journey exploring how what works in theory can best be applied in practice. It is also a record of how, over several years, I have worked to put happiness habits into action in my classroom and in my home. From this experience I can tell you one useful side-effect of using these techniques: the whole family benefits. Happiness is contagious!


The book was not written to be read from beginning to end in one single sitting. It is meant for busy parents of young kids who do not have the luxury of uninterrupted reading time. So, pick it up and put it down as you wish, open it on one chapter and skip another if you’d like: there is no correct way to read it and no particular order it should be read in. Dip in and out, try different things and see how these habits can work for you and your family.


Each chapter is broken up into sections. First we give a quick introduction to the happiness habit and take a look at the scientific research supporting the idea. Then there are two practical sections describing how I have put these habits into practice: in my professional life as a teacher, and then at home with my children. I’ve also included snippets from more experienced mothers than myself: often the most precious resource for practical solutions in my life are mothers who are ahead of me in the parenting game, who have been there and done it all before me! At the end of most chapters I have suggested some ways of using technology to get these happy habits into your life. If you are proud parents of slightly older kids you might find that this section can help get your children on board more easily.
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The idea for this book came to me before my first child. As the anticipation of looming motherhood engulfed me, thrilled me and scared me, often in equal measure, I wondered what I wanted for my future kids. What were my aspirations for them? As a seasoned education professional I had often heard parents speak about what they wanted for their children. It seemed to me that people often had strikingly diverse yet at the same time incredibly similar aspirations for their kids. When you truly boiled them down, when you got to their very essence, what people wanted for their kids could be summed up in one word: happiness. And so I too reached that conclusion, that the ultimate gift I wished upon my future children was the ability to be happy. Not simply to have fun, though that too can be a worthwhile goal, but to be happy in a deeper, meaningful, more fulfilled way.


At the same time the science of happiness and well-being, often called ‘positive psychology’, had really taken off. Led by Martin Seligman, there are now hundreds of scientists conducting research into the once-elusive field of happiness. They were, and are, learning many interesting things about happiness, some confirming what common sense or folk wisdom would already have you believe, but also with some rather surprising and counterintuitive conclusions too.


I have always been a believer of evidence-based practice, including in the field of education. At the time I was teaching full-time and felt there was a real opportunity to take some of that new research and apply it in my classroom, as well as draw from my ten-year experience of teaching young children. Later, once I became a full-time mum, I returned to the happiness literature and tried practising it at home with my kids, Joe my eldest and Oliver, who was born at the start of this project. My long-suffering husband, Duncan, was a good sport and joined in too!


To help make some sense of the ever-growing body of research, I enlisted the help of my friend Jenny, a psychologist and neuro-scientist who shares my passion for applying science to day-to-day life. Together we read and talked about countless pieces of research on well-being and happiness. Gradually we started collating a list of everyday practices that seemed to lead to enhanced well-being, a better mood, more enjoyable days and an overall more fulfilled life. The more we looked the more it became apparent that there was no big secret to happiness, except that it comes in many small ways, in distinct moments: an ice cream by the beach, the smell of freshly cut grass, a walk with the dogs, planning a surprise party. The happiest people seemed to be those who had worked out how to build up those small moments into an overarching theme in their life: into greater contentment, and a sense of purpose.


As we delved into the literature, we noticed that there were a few key habits that happy people tend to have. In a simplified way, we started thinking of happiness as a set of daily habits. We have tried to bring most of these things together in this book. However, the list is by no means exhaustive. The ten aspects of happiness that we discuss are merely suggestions that, adopted and used regularly, should boost your daily well-being.


Some of them will give you an instant mood boost (like Singing and Smiles), some can lead towards a life well lived (like Finding Meaning and Finding Flow). Some are small changes in your daily routine (like The Great Outdoors and Mindfulness) while others are a change of perspective (like Gratitude). At the heart of most of them are relationships and community: they will bring us closer together, as a family, and strengthen our social bonds. Finally, they are all supported by some amount of scientific evidence, which we have tried to lay out in a simple and easy to understand way.


Why Happiness?


I am often asked why I focus on children’s happiness so much, rather than other life skills or academic success. There is a potential for misunderstanding here, so I always start by explaining what happiness means to me in simple terms. For me, and for the purposes of this book, happiness is both the joy of living (joie de vivre), which can be found in the little pleasures every day, but also and more importantly, the lasting sense of contentment that people have when they are leading a full life. Not full of material things, or hedonistic pursuits, but full of meaning, deep relationships and the pursuit of fulfilling activities. I believe that when this kind of happiness comes first, then other good things follow.


There is evidence for that too! Research suggests that happier pupils make better learners: they tend to be more motivated and stay focused for longer. There has been recent evidence to suggest that children as young as eighteen months learn better when laughter is involved. Happier pupils also tend to behave better in class, which can lead to a virtuous cycle of better learning for all.


Happy people are also kinder (and it seems that kinder people are happier too). They tend to have better health, live longer and have lasting relationships, which in turn makes them happier. And finally happy people tend to be more successful, because it seems that happiness inspires you to work hard now for a better future. So, although happiness is worth pursuing for its own sake, there are many additional benefits to being happy: all of them things that we parents wish for our kids!


An Overarching Theme


Humans are social animals. We have evolved to be part of a tribe, a village, and the fundamental human desire to belong is still strong. We seek to be part of groups, from smaller ones like couples and families, to larger ones, like churches, clubs and teams. It doesn’t matter whether you are an introvert or extravert – social interaction, talking and being together make us happier.


Relationships with those around us are a major source of happiness (and occasional strife too, make no mistake!). As such, no book about well-being would be complete without acknowledging that. Yet, as you will see, there is no chapter dedicated specifically to socialising or building stronger connections to those around us. The reason is that strengthening relationships, within our families and beyond, is a theme that runs through every chapter of the book. Every happiness habit we discuss is in part about strengthening the connections between us, within our family and within our wider community. Activities like singing in a choir or volunteering will make us happy in part because through them we embed ourselves in the community, creating new networks and connections. When we create new family traditions, reminisce about shared experiences, or simply have regular meals or walks together, we are strengthening family bonds that promote long lasting well-being for every member of the family.


A Short but Important Note on Modelling


There have been numerous studies about how children learn from those around them, and one of the best ways is by copying what they see us adults do. This holds true in all walks of life, from eating behaviours, to kindness, from patience to dental hygiene. And here’s something more: children don’t just imitate the end result either, but they watch closely and tend to copy all of the actions that lead up to it. In fact, this characteristic of humans may well be one of the cornerstones of how culture gets transmitted. As a result, it is often useful to leave the explicit ‘teaching’ aside, and let our children do what they do best: absorb our habits of happiness by watching us practise them every day. If this leads to increased happiness and well-being for every single member of the family, that’s definitely a win-win situation!




Disclaimer







This book draws upon the experience of over ten years of working with children, in various school settings. The situations written about in the book are a fictionalisation of real events, and the characters mentioned are composites of many of the pupils and teachers I have worked with over the years.








Smiles



‘The shortest distance between two people is a smile.’   Anonymous
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We might not know all the good that a simple smile can do but we now know enough to say that smiling can actively boost our happiness. It’s a two-way benefit: smiling improves our mood, but looking at smiling faces can also make us happier and more optimistic about the future. On top of that, smiling at others can make us seem more approachable and friendlier, giving us a social advantage too.


Common sense tells us that people who are happier smile more, but could it be that a smile is only the first part of a virtuous, happy cycle? Does a smile have to be genuine to benefit the mood of the giver or receiver? And how can we best nudge children towards simply smiling a little bit more?



The Research



Babies’ smiles are one of the earliest rewards of parenting. In return, most babies see a higher proportion of smiling faces during their earliest months than they ever will again. What effect does this reciprocal smiling have, and when do babies start to understand what a smile means? Of course babies cannot tell us directly what they see or understand. But by studying what they choose to pay attention to, we have learnt a lot about how the developing brain and visual system lets babies learn about the significance of smiling faces.


At just a few days old, newborn babies prefer to look at faces than anything else, and by three months old, they can tell the difference between happy, surprised and angry faces. This is quite remarkable given how immature the visual system is at birth, and reflects just how important a cue faces are during development. By four months, babies prefer to look at happy faces than faces with other expressions. At around five months, they start to understand that two different people’s happy faces are in some way similar, although they don’t seem to learn about other categories of emotion for a couple more months, perhaps because they see more happy faces than any other kind. This categorisation is the beginning of the path to understanding that ‘happy face’ is a universal reaction to a particular kind of situation, teaching babies something about cause and effect in the world around them. By around one year, infants use other people’s smiles and other facial expressions as ‘social reference’ cues, helping them interpret the emotional significance of events.


As language and other skills develop, smiles become just one of the child’s tools to understand the world and express his or her own feelings. Young children quickly become adept at understanding and expressing feelings through words, tone of voice, body language and gestures. Yet facial expressions, particularly smiles, seem to retain a uniquely important role. We process them incredibly quickly: studies measuring the electrical activity of the brain show that it takes less than one-seventh of a second for the brain to respond to pictures of people smiling.
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