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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.






To the children and parents
 who have taught us so much through the years






Acknowledgments

We would like to thank parents across the country for having first urged us to write these concise, accessible books on topics of the utmost importance to them, for without their vision they might never have been written. Thanks, too, go to Karin Ajmani, Geoffrey Canada, Marilyn Joseph and the Baby College staff, Karen Lawson and her late husband Bart, David Saltzman, and Caressa Singleton for their unwavering support for our work, and from whom we have learned so much. Special thanks go to Ivor Edmonds for his invaluable insights on self-defense for young children. As always we would again like to thank our editor, Merloyd Lawrence, for her wisdom and guidance. Finally, we wish to express our gratitude to our families, not only for their encouragement and patience, but for the lessons they have taught us that we have sought to impart in this book.






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 on 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, MD, to co-author these books with me, to add his perspective as a child psychiatrist. Though difficulties such as temper tantrums, fighting, and biting, 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

Helping Young Children Understand and Master Their Angry Feelings

In this book we will attempt to map out the times when anger and aggressive feelings surge to the top for children. Most adults think of anger as an ugly emotion, one to keep under cover. Parents are likely to be horrified at their children’s displays of hostility and loss of control. Yet anger is not only unavoidable, but necessary. There are many triggers for a child’s predictable outbursts, and these become less upsetting when parents can anticipate them and understand how they can help their child learn to get them under control.

Anger not only alerts a child to danger and provides the necessary energy to respond to it, but it is a clear form of expression of himself as a person. Anger, at certain times in his development, becomes a child’s way of establishing his independence. Parents will need to understand this purpose and work with it  while providing firm limits, so their child can grow up feeling strong and independent, but safe in his outbursts. This book will lead parents through the “touchpoints” of anger—when they surface, and what we need to do about them. At the point where we can’t tolerate a child’s aggression, our own anger can prompt us to say, “Now it’s time for discipline, to make your anger safe.” As they help their child understand and master his emotions, parents will use their own as their guide, and as a model for the child.

Learning to handle angry feelings, to channel aggressive urges into constructive action is a lifelong challenge. Parents may be surprised by how early their baby communicates his feelings, how early he senses and responds to theirs. Their job will be to welcome and accept a wide range of feelings, to help the child express them effectively, and to learn that he can handle them safely—on his own.1





The First Angry Feelings 

A baby’s first angry outburst can come as shock to new parents. This is bound to happen before he’s even 4 months old! Remember the first time your baby cried out angrily when you took too long to fetch his bottle? You were taken aback by his   sharp new cries and down-turned mouth. In the first months, parents watch for their baby’s needy cries—of hunger, pain, boredom, and fatigue—and are ready to respond. But seeing their baby get mad can be a shock. No longer so cute, nor so sweet and innocent, an angry baby is signaling a new way in which he is becoming a person.

The emergence of angry feelings and the aggressive behavior that they sometimes lead to is hardly as eagerly awaited as a baby’s first word, or first step. But like those two critically important events, angry feelings and figuring out what to do about them are important ways for him to assert himself and make a place for himself in his world. His parents will have to make room for this new part of his personality. If they can face these feelings, they can also help their baby learn to face them.


Where Do Angry Feelings Come From? 

Anger most often arises when our survival or well being appears to be threatened. We seem to have been designed to react this way so that we will recognize our predicament and do something about it. In fact, anger can set off physical responses—flushing, sweating, pounding heart, breathing hard and fast—that push us toward aggressive action.

Sometimes, though, anger leads to action too quickly, without time to think. Aggression can then cause harm that might have been avoided, and may even fail to provide the self-protection that had been its goal. Often we misunderstand and overreact. Or, when feeling entitled, we become irate about something we’d  do better to accept. One 4-year-old, disappointed that his birthday party was winding down, stomped into the living room as the last guest left, and to his parents’ amazement, mightily toppled over two heavy armchairs. He couldn’t accept that his special day wouldn’t last forever.

We can all remember such feelings. But limits can help young children learn when they’ve pushed too far: Discipline becomes the second most important gift parents can give a child. Love comes first, but learning how to rein in strong feelings like anger and disappointment and to live within limits comes next. Birthday presents pale in comparison.

Angry feelings are an internal signal that warns of a threat, real or imagined, from without or within. (The 4-year-old was threatened not only by the end of his party, but also by the overload of excitement within him.) However, when these feelings linger, outlasting their purpose, there is a cost: Later on, a child may become cross, transferring his initial feelings to an unrelated situation, or he may turn inward, and become depressed. Neither of these reactions is readily understood by the child or his parents.




Self-Assertion 

Though “aggression” often refers to fighting or other hurtful physical acts, it can also mean simply asserting one’s self. It is possible to protect one’s self, get what one needs, and realize  one’s potential, all without hurting anyone. We value a child who is passionate about life and about others, a child who explores, tries out his impulses, and follows his dreams. But as he learns to assert himself in these ways, he needs his parents (or caregivers) nearby to set safe limits on this exploration. He will need to test them. A parent’s limits reassure him that he will not be allowed to go too far. Discipline will show him that he will still be cared for in spite of his attempts to separate and become his own person. The tantrums of the second and third years are part of this passionate approach to life. Parents who remember this can see these years as the “terrific twos” instead of the “terrible twos.”




Identifying and Naming Angry Feelings 

Children experience irritation, annoyance, frustration, and anger, along with the physical sensations that may go with them, before they have words for such feelings. Even when they do, young children are for the most part too caught up in their busy activity of the moment to be monitoring their own feelings. As a result, they more often seem to be taken by surprise by them, and may need our help to stop, gather themselves, and figure out what the feeling is, where it came from, and what to do about it. Some children seem to do this on their own. Most need a parent’s help to find words and use them. We often use terms like  “boiling over” or “hotheaded” or “overheated” to convey what it feels like when anger is about to spill into action. Though this may seem abstract, four- and five-year-olds readily understand these images of angry feelings heating up inside. The longer anger lingers without being addressed, the more likely it is to boil over. That’s one reason why learning to identify and name feelings early in life are critical skills.




Handling Angry Feelings 

When a child knows that he is feeling angry, he has the chance to let others know. But if these feelings overwhelm him, he’ll lose control. Then his wailing and flailing will be his way of telling the world how he feels. With his cries, even a newborn can let his parents know when something is wrong, and that they must do something about it. As distressing as this can be for parents, there can also be a sense of relief in knowing that their baby can already alert them to his needs. Some babies can do so more clearly than others. Older children, too, differ in their capacity to register protest in clear, understandable ways that parents will want to respond to.

As they grow older, most children will learn to control themselves long enough to find words to communicate their angry feelings clearly. Sometimes, simply being understood seems to be enough to settle those feelings. At other times, though, the cause of the child’s anger needs to be dealt with. “She bit me”  or “He took my toy” or “They won’t let me play with them” are familiar cries for adult help. Now you can step in and help him learn to handle his anger and resolve the conflict that set it off.

Parents feel the weight of their responsibility to help their child find constructive ways to handle anger. But later he will need to feel confident that he can control his anger on his own. So from the first, think of this as your child’s job, though he will need your help. First, he’ll need to learn to calm the intensity and physical distress that go with angry feelings, so that he’ll be ready for the next tasks: understanding the source of the angry feelings, and figuring out what, if anything, can be done to address the cause.




Temperament and Individual Differences 

Each child will have his own unique threshold for reacting to threats of danger, frustration, or humiliation. One child may barely notice a threat, but another may respond by flying into action. A quiet child’s response might be to shut down, or to run for cover; an active child might start waving his fists in the air. One child may seem untouched by one slight after another, only to explode later at a far more trivial one, while another may react every time. The speed and intensity of a child’s reaction is unique to him, a feature of his temperament. So is the way he settles down and responds to his parents’ efforts to calm him.

A child’s individual temperament can be understood and taken into account as parents consider how they will help him learn to calm himself, to identify, name, and express his feelings, and to think through a solution to the problem that has set them off. Parents of quiet, accepting children may wish for a more aggressive child, just as parents of an easily inflamed child may wish for a less impulsive one. But for the child, having a parent who accepts and understands his temperament is essential if he is to accept himself.




Ghosts from the Nursery 

To help a child recognize his feelings and learn to handle them, parents will need to be open to all of his feelings, and to face their own self-control. For a child’s feelings and behavior will, of course, set off our own. We are bound to react, and at times to model less self-control than we would like. This may just be because the child has shocked or offended us. The hurt may run deeper, though, when a child’s feelings, or the way he acts on them, call up the “ghosts” from our own pasts.

For example, parents who were bullied as children may sometimes find themselves responding as if they were reliving a childhood memory and being bullied all over again by their small child. Or, a mother of a boy who has been violently mistreated by his father may find that she sees the father’s anger in  the child. She may feel too frightened to help the boy learn to master his aggressive feelings, or even to believe that this is possible. Parents may also worry that a child’s aggression is a sign that he’ll follow in the footsteps of a violent adult relative. This, of course, can lead parents to overreact, frightening the child, and making him feel more hopeless about getting his anger under control.




From Culture to Culture: Expressing Angry Feelings 

Expectations for handling emotions such as anger vary from one family to another, from one culture to another. These differences are adapted to the conditions a community faces, and will shape a child’s emotional responses. Some cultures, for example, have had to live with constant threats, and as a result their members may always be on guard, or prone to strong reactions. In some cultures, emotions may be expressed intensely, and in rapid succession; in others, they may be held back, or revealed only with great restraint.

Children learn most from the behavior of the adults they admire. Next, they learn from trial and error. Children in most cultures are given chances to make mistakes and to learn from them. Their ability to handle strong feelings will depend, in part, upon whether their families believe they can do so.




Touchpoints of Learning to Handle Angry Feelings 

“Touchpoints” are the predictable stages in a child’s development in which rapid spurts of learning occur. Just before each spurt in learning the child is likely to regress to earlier behavior—as the “cost” for the new step he is about take. He and his parents will feel desperate, and they may even fall apart. He’s bound to feel undone by this backwards slide, a temporary loss of a previous accomplishment. But these regressions, or “touchpoints,” are important opportunities for learning.

A child’s ability to control himself is often thrown off track by his efforts to master a new step in another area of development. When a child’s angry feelings lead to a temper tantrum or an assault on someone he loves, he frightens himself, and feels ashamed. How terrifying to be at the mercy of such strong feelings, and how embarrassing to be made powerless by them!

His parents will be at a loss to explain why things that had been going so well now seem to be going so wrong. “Will he ever get himself under control?” parents of a young child are bound to wonder. Beneath this question are lurking fears that the inevitable outbursts of these early years will snowball into more dangerous out-of-control behavior in adolescence and adulthood.

The development of self-control over anger and aggressive feelings is not a simple learning process. In Chapter 2, we will trace this process from birth through the years of early childhood. The steps a child takes toward mastering his feelings will be a source of  pride, critical to his self-esteem and his sense of independence. Though the process of learning self-control is long and arduous, these early steps are building blocks for the lifelong challenge of handling aggressive feelings. At each step, parents may feel torn between letting the child find his own way and rushing to the rescue. Understanding the child’s strengths and vulnerabilities at these moments will help parents make their decisions.




Challenges to Self-Control 

As a child grows, he’ll discover his potential for aggression. As he learns that he can bite, kick, scream, and throw himself on the ground in a heap, he’s bound to try these out. In the process, he’ll also learn how each one affects others around him. He’ll be especially attentive to how his parents react. Without realizing it, they may reinforce the behavior that bothers them the most. In Chapter 3, we explain common problems such as biting, hitting, kicking, scratching, and temper tantrums as predictable developmental events; we also offer practical suggestions for how to handle them and help a child learn from them. We also describe some of the warning signs of more serious trouble that warrants professional attention. The effects on children of witnessing violence as well as exposure to violence on television and in video and computer games are also addressed in this chapter, along with concrete steps that parents can take to prepare their children for these experiences.

The job of helping children learn how to handle angry feelings and aggression is more critical now than ever before. Adults around the world are failing to control their anger, to listen to each other, to balance their own needs with those of others, and to commit to peaceful resolution of conflicts. Out-of-control anger, violence, hurt, and more anger have paralyzed our world in a deadly cycle of fear and terror. Must we resign ourselves to toughening up our children to survive in a world full of hatred? Can’t we prepare them for a different one, a word they’ll help make? As parents, we must teach our children to handle their anger, to use their understanding of right and wrong rather than fear, or a thirst for revenge, to guide their actions. We must help them learn to care about those who are more vulnerable than they are, rather than to misuse their own strength.

In recent years, unbridled rage and aggression have hit even closer to home. We have witnessed schoolyard violence wrought by gun-toting teenagers and preteens. As a result, many schools have set up metal detectors to welcome children as they enter. What are we saying to them with these symbols? If they feel that we don’t trust them, how can they strive to master their feelings and take responsibility for their behavior?

Self-esteem depends on a child’s inner awareness of being able to control his angry, aggressive feelings. As parents, we all want to give our children this sure sense of inner security. Knowing how to get angry feelings under control with pride should be a goal for our children, for all of us. To accomplish this, a parent’s  job must go far beyond simply stopping or punishing the child. The child must eventually come to understand that he can handle these strong feelings by himself. The “touchpoints” in early childhood when a child learns the steps toward self-control are parents’ opportunities to help the child become the master of his anger and aggression.
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CHAPTER 2

The Touchpoints of Aggression

During pregnancy, the farthest thought from most expectant parents’ minds is that their unborn baby will someday have aggressive feelings and will have to struggle to master them. It will come as a shock later on when they discover that the baby who once seemed so fragile will need help balancing her need for self-assertion with self-control. Yet even during pregnancy, a mother-to-be notices the unborn baby’s movements in her womb. “She seems to have a mind of her own,” a pregnant woman might say to her husband, her hand probing her belly. A mother-to-be carrying a very active fetus might observe, “Every time I’m ready to lie down and get some rest, she starts zipping around inside me. She won’t let me get a wink of sleep and she’s not even born yet!”

Even before a baby is born, parents are trying hard to get to know her or him. Every movement is taken as a sign of what the future child will be like. As the fetus moves about in the womb despite the mother’s fatigue, is all this kicking and swimming around the earliest instance of self-assertion? No, not as far as anyone can know.




Is a Fetus Already Learning? 

A fetus can squirm, but the womb is too cramped for boundless activity. Just as the placenta controls which nutrients the fetus can take in, the motions it can “try out” and “practice” are limited by the uterine walls. As a result, the unborn child’s movements become forced into predictable patterns. They start out with simple jerks at first, but over time they become more and more directed. Eventually, the movements evolve into predictable reflex patterns.

These reflexes may even become organized into a sequence—as a response to the bright lights and loud sounds that make their way into the womb during the last part of pregnancy. A fetus reacts, by a startle, or a squirm, or a large stretch, to sounds and lights that reach the uterus. It can also stop responding and shut out unwanted stimulation, or turn toward a more pleasing stimulus. It is tempting to speculate that these responses are being “practiced” and readied for use after birth.

What does this have to do with learning about aggression? Perhaps not much. But it is intriguing to imagine that a fetus might already be learning to channel its responses—to bright lights and loud sounds—to contain them, and to shut them off when necessary. Turning away from such stimulation, or thumb sucking, may be the unborn baby’s first opportunity to respond to its environment. Is it too much of a stretch to see the baby’s active role in birth as the first act of self-assertion?
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