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how to parent wisely, 
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to Bill and Jane Roy, who taught me how to 
parent selflessly.
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He, she, it . . .?

Note: A common problem that faces all authors who write parenting books is whether to refer to your child as ‘he’ or ‘she’. To avoid saying ‘he or she’ throughout (which becomes very irritating to read) I have referred to the child as ‘she’ in the Introduction, then alternated between ‘he’ and ‘she’ in the chapters that follow.






Foreword

It is a pleasure to write a foreword for this lovely book by my friend and colleague Linda Blair. I first came to know Linda when we were in graduate school together, many years ago. She is indomitably optimistic, relentlessly pragmatic and an ideal person to write a book on parenting.

I say this because she has 28 years of clinical experience working with families in need of emotional guidance. She is an expert in what the research in developmental psychology tells us and, from her own research on mother-infant interaction in primates, she knows what is unique about human parent-child relations, but, vitally, she can also draw on her own extensive experience as a parent.

Linda has three children, two of whom have special needs. One has cystic fibrosis and when he was a child I witnessed Linda devoting herself tirelessly to nurturing his health. As a result he now functions beautifully as a young, married adult. A second child, now also a young adult, has Asperger’s Syndrome. When he was small Linda worked out how to get the services he needed and that, along with loving parenting, has made it possible for him to have a job and live as independently as possible. Linda’s third child has no special needs, except for that of being an adolescent. As you can see, Linda has first-hand experience navigating the difficult terrain of parenthood.

What Linda offers in this book is a combination of theory and practical advice. Theory without suggested action is of little use to parents and is only of academic interest. Advice without theory is unpersuasive. Therefore, each of the book’s three sections begins with a chapter on what research in child psychology has revealed, followed by a chapter on what you can do to promote positive development, and then by a chapter on what you can do when problems arise - and no parent will ever bring up a child without confronting problems.

Here are a few of the nuggets you will glean when you read this book. In the section on infancy you will find out about how to promote your child’s trust in the world. You will learn that, contrary to what some ‘tough love’ experts say, there is no way to ‘spoil’ an infant. Going to your child when he is crying will not turn him into a demanding and narcissistic adult! Rather, it will teach him that the world responds to his needs. You will also learn about ways in which you can communicate with your baby before he has language - and be reassured that you do not need to hurry your child to develop faster, because he has his own timetable.

You will also soon realise why the first two years of life are so astonishing: because, as Linda shows, your newborn comes into the world with an incredibly powerful drive to learn. She tells us to avoid oversimplifying things for our children and to always have high expectations. She will inspire you when you find out that she read Shakespeare to her children as babies - not because she thought they could understand, but so that she could inculcate in them the rhythm and beauty of the English language.

When you read the section on the preschool years you will be struck by what you find out about play. Freud wrote that the opposite of play is not seriousness, but reality, and when your child creates imaginary worlds in play he does this as seriously as artists do when they create imaginary worlds in paint or fiction. What’s more, you will begin to think about how to prepare your child for school - not with flashcards, but by instilling a curiosity and desire to learn.

One point made so nicely in this book is the value of trying to see the world from your child’s perspective before deciding whether something is a problem that needs to be fixed. Another refreshing message is that you cannot totally mould your child. You can most definitely make a positive or a negative difference, but your child also makes a contribution due to innate temperament, which means that he will always do things that surprise you.




Above all, this book gives you the important, practical knowledge and courage to face the inevitable problems that you and your child will have to confront in infancy and childhood. If you want a book that combines research and practice, and that is written in a lively but thoroughly straightforward manner, by someone with many years’ experience, then this is it!

 



Ellen Winner
Professor of Child Psychology
Boston College
Cambridge, Massachusetts
December 2008




Introduction

This is a book about positive parenting. I want to encourage you to feel optimistic about your role as a parent - or grandparent - because you have every reason to do so.

Babies are born into the world eager to learn and ready to adapt to their particular circumstances, and their carers are innately prepared to love them and to teach them what they’ll need to know. A good way to think of parenting is that it’s like learning a new dance with a new partner, where both of you are naturals. You may have a lot to learn, but you’ll take to the experience easily.

‘But wait a minute!’ I can hear you saying. ‘If parenting is so easy, and if parents are so well prepared for their roles, why do I need the advice of a parenting book?’ I believe there are a number of important reasons why you will find this particular book very helpful.


• Becoming a parent doesn’t mean you suddenly and automatically understand exactly how the world looks from  your child’s point of view, or that you know what your child will learn next. True, you’re prepared to learn all this, but you don’t necessarily have the information you need yet. That’s why I’ve divided this book into three sections, one for each stage of your child’s early development, and I’ve devoted the first chapter in each section to helping you get ‘inside’ your child’s mind, so you can see what her concerns and interests are at each particular stage. When you have this information, you’ll be able to understand better what’s happening now and you’ll know ahead of time what’s likely to happen next. That means you can be a much wiser and more helpful parent.

• You will undoubtedly encounter problems as you raise your child, which is why a great many parenting books deal with the challenges you’re likely to face. However, there are few that also provide you with specific ways to encourage your child to develop her strengths, and to help her achieve her dreams and potential. To address this I’ve made sure that the second chapter in each section is full of ways in which you can encourage and enrich your child’s development.

• When you’re offered parenting advice, all too often it’s presented as if it’s already exactly right for your particular child. It gives the impression you should apply the information precisely as it stands, without any regard to the uniqueness of your own circumstances. But that means that the technique has less chance of working well. Therefore, what I offer are general rules, and what I want you to do is follow my principles to make your plans, shaping and sifting the suggestions so that they’re right for your  child, your personality and your own unique circumstances. That way you’ll have a better chance of sorting things out, you’ll feel more motivated to keep going when it gets tough and, most important of all, you’ll be especially proud of  what you achieve, because it’s your approach to parenting that will have made everything work out so well.

• Starting school presents children with a unique challenge yet, surprisingly, many parenting books seem to imply that everything will sort itself out once your child starts school. Nothing could be further from the truth! Of course, a great deal of the groundwork is laid down in those early preschool years, but when your child starts school she’ll face a new set of challenges and she’ll need your help every bit as much as she did when she was younger. Consequently, instead of only covering the stages between birth and starting school, which I do in sections one and two, I’ve also included a third section, which helps you through the years when your child adjusts to this next stage and steps into the wider social world.






Why stages not ages are important 

I expect you’ve noticed that I keep talking about stages rather than ages. That’s because I believe that development is much more about order than it is about speed. Psychologists know that the order in which a child grows and learns is pretty much the same across all healthy children in every part of the world, but that the speed at which they do their growing and learning varies enormously. By talking mainly about stages rather than ages I aim to encourage you to focus on what’s happening now and what’s likely to happen next, rather than on whether your child is behaving in exactly the same way as other children in her age group.

Of course, there are certain ages beyond which, if a particular milestone hasn’t shown itself, there will be cause for concern. I will, therefore, refer to age limits that clinicians use where it’s appropriate to do so. In general, however, I want you to focus more on the order of development than on  comparing, say, your two-year-old child with other two-year-old children.

It’s important to note that some of the problems I deal with may arise at other times in your child’s development. I try to take this into account whenever I introduce a problem, and I give you a description and an approach that can be applied to children during any of the three stages. Therefore, if you’re dealing with a particular difficulty and you don’t learn enough about it in the section that matches your child’s age, use the index to find additional references to that difficulty.

As you’d expect, the strengths and problems I talk about are the psychological ones. I’m a psychologist, not a paediatrician, so, for example, I won’t try to explain to you how to breast-feed, how to change a nappy or how much protein a school child needs each day. What I will do, however, is suggest ways to strengthen the attachment bond between you and your baby when you’re feeding her. I’ll offer tips that can make potty training proceed smoothly and I’ll explain how to get round fussy eaters.




Who I am and my experience 

Before I go on I expect you’d like to know a bit about me. I grew up in America in a family where I was the eldest of six children. At 18 I left home to go to college to study psychology and, in particular, child development. Then as a graduate student I specialised in children’s language development and why children play and how playing helps them learn.

I then moved to England and for a time I studied mother-infant interactions in rhesus monkeys. At that point I decided to train as a clinical psychologist, because I realised that I wanted to help families directly rather than simply to study behaviour, so I moved from Cambridge to London to qualify as a clinical psychologist. For the past 28 years I’ve worked with children, teenagers and their families, in  the NHS and private practice, in schools, hospitals and clinics.

During that time I’ve also raised two sons and a daughter of my own. One of my sons has a major health problem (cystic fibrosis) and the other son has Asperger’s Syndrome. I was a single parent for several years while my children were growing up. Both sons are now grown, and both are well, hold down jobs and lead independent lives. My daughter still lives at home and is studying for her A levels.

Gradually, over the years, the ways I’ve put my knowledge into practice have expanded beyond the consulting room. In addition to my clinical work I now answer psychological problems in regular newspaper and magazine columns, on the Internet, and on radio and TV. Recently I’ve also been privileged to work with the Department for Children, Schools and Families to try to make things easier for children and their parents who are undergoing separation and divorce, and in February 2009 I became a member of the National Advisory Council for children’s psychological wellbeing and mental health.

I feel as though I’ve worked with, and known first hand, most parenting challenges, and I’m happy to tell you that I still feel totally enthusiastic and optimistic about the privilege of being a parent.




The foundations of my parenting approach 

I feel it’s important that I set out my own beliefs and biases. You ought to know the basis of my thinking, because no one can be totally objective when writing about child development, not even when choosing which theories to describe or how to describe them! Furthermore, personal prejudices are unavoidable when it comes to suggesting how to enrich children’s development and how to help them overcome  problems. Therefore, it’s only fair that you should know the framework on which I’ve built my philosophy. Here, then, are the three cornerstones of my approach to parenting:


Love your child for who they are not what they do 

Psychologists refer to this as ‘unconditional love’. The best way to raise a confident child is to love her simply because she’s the unique person she is, rather than because she wins prizes, practises the piano every day, or in some other way fulfils your own ambitions.

Of course, I hope you’ll want to share her delight when she wins those prizes and that you’ll praise her when she practises the piano. It’s great to be proud of your child’s accomplishments, but your love for her shouldn’t depend on those accomplishments. She’s unique - there’s never been anyone like her and there never will be anyone like her again - and that’s sufficient reason to love her and to feel proud of her.


Your child owes you nothing 

Many parents don’t particularly like hearing this. ‘Just look at all the hard work I’ve put into raising her! Think of the sacrifices, the costs!’ they exclaim. True, but that was their choice. No child asks to be born. None came into this world with a written contract and guarantees. Raising children my way doesn’t involve balance sheets. It’s all about giving freely.

Of course, one of the things I hope you’ll be able to instil in your child is a sensitivity to the needs and desires of other people - but she doesn’t ‘owe’ you for that or for anything else. Hopefully she’ll want to love you and to share her hopes and dreams with you, and if you follow my approach she’s quite likely to do so. But she doesn’t owe it to you to do so.


Your job is to set your child free 

Few parents expect to outlive their child, so your long-term aim should be to equip her to cope well when you’re no longer around to help. This will be relatively easy to do if you establish three priorities:
• Help her to develop independent living skills - to care for herself, become socially competent and confident, make herself employable, manage her finances and make responsible decisions. This can only happen if you teach her these things by your own example as well as through instruction. It’s important to realise that the way you handle your own life - how positive you are in the face of difficulties and how well you take care of yourself - matters at least as much as anything you say to her. Furthermore, you must gradually give her more responsibility as she grows, so that she can try things for herself, make mistakes and then learn from them.

• Make sure she acquires social skills. Learning to get along with others, to negotiate, be assertive and yet know when to compromise, are more closely associated with success in the long term than just about anything else, including impressive educational attainments. As your child grows, the parent-child relationship itself will become an important testing ground for sharpening up these vital skills.

• Always nurture your child’s self-confidence. Do this by sticking close to the two priorities I’ve just described, by encouraging her to believe in herself and - most important of all - by loving her unconditionally. You’ll bolster that self-confidence even more if you treat yourself well and show her that you believe in yourself.





Finally, too many parenting books suggest that there are clear and easy answers to any problem you and your child may encounter. You know perfectly well that it isn’t always that  easy, otherwise you wouldn’t be looking for more support! Helping your child to develop into a happy child is a challenging process, and it’s important to acknowledge that. At the same time this is a book about positive parenting, and you should never underestimate your ability to be an effective and successful parent. I certainly don’t, and one of my many aims in writing this book is to encourage you to feel as optimistic and enthusiastic as possible about your role as a parent. I firmly believe it’s the best job you’ll ever have!




Section One

INFANCY

This is the stage when you and your child are just getting to know each other. It’s an incredibly important stage, and the developments you’ll witness in him will take place much more quickly than others ever will.

At this stage your child must learn to adjust from the more or less perfect environment of the womb to the rather less than perfect environment in which he’ll grow up. The enrichment you provide and the way in which you help him negotiate the problems he encounters are central to how well he makes that adjustment.

This is also the time when you lay the foundations that will influence your child for the rest of his life. The two most important cornerstones of these foundations are the knowledge that he’s safe and loved, and the belief that he can trust those around him to respond to his needs. Your child’s sense of self-confidence and his general outlook on life - whether he’s hopeful and optimistic, or fearful and distrustful - will be built upon the foundations that are established during this stage.




1

What to Expect During This Phase

How children are programmed to learn

 



 



 



Your baby is born. There has never been, and never will be, another person like her. This is true even if she has an identical twin, because not even identical twins have exactly the same experiences, and we become ourselves through the interplay between our genes and our experiences.

Almost immediately you’ll begin to notice certain things about her that are hers and hers alone - how quickly she reacts to noise, the way she moves her mouth or tilts her head in anticipation of her milk, the little sounds of pleasure she makes when she’s feeding.

Of course, right now she’s entirely reliant on her carers and will be for a very long time, until she’s developed the skills she needs to care for herself. You may wonder why human beings start out in such a helpless state. This is so that the ‘unfinished’ baby can develop to fit the specific circumstances in which she’ll be living; so she can acquire the relevant immunities, the appropriate physical abilities, the local language and so on.

She will, however, be very easy to teach. Babies are exquisitely primed to learn the skills they’ll need. Almost from birth, for example, they’ll prefer to look at a human face rather  than at any other image. They’ll pick up the rules of their particular language without being taught them directly. Even more remarkably, they’ll use those rules to say things they’ve never heard - words and phrases that demonstrate how, without even being aware of it, they’re learning to understand and use their own particular language.

Notice how intently your baby pays attention to her surroundings. What does she see? How does she understand what’s going on? How can it be that in only a few years this dependent newborn will be running around joyfully, understanding what you say to her and answering you back, recognising her loved ones and asking endless questions?

The human brain organises and reorganises itself many times over the course of development. In the early years, the focus of that organisation proceeds in quite an orderly fashion. That’s why babies the world over first recognise a familiar face and smile at around the same age, first make cooing noises at around the same time, and so on. If you’re aware of that order of development, particularly in the early stages when her brain is developing so quickly, you can provide the richest conditions possible to ensure that she’ll develop well.




What’s important to your child? 

If a baby could write down her first concerns - the things that are most important for her to understand and to come to terms with during the first months of her life - what would she write? Here’s the list I think she’d give us:• Trust: I want to know if I can trust the world. Will my needs be fulfilled in a reliable way - that is, will I get the help I need when I ask for it, rather than simply when and if it suits my carers to respond to me?



• Recognition: I must learn to distinguish my carers - that is, those people who love me and who want to look after me - from strangers, who might be dangerous.

• Communication: I need to have as many means as I can to encourage my carers to stay close to me, and to make sure that they understand my needs and that they respond appropriately to them.

• Mobility: I need to learn how to move about by myself, so that I can explore my world and also so that I can get back to my carers quickly if I sense that I’m in danger.





Let’s look now at each of these issues in turn and see how your baby will learn to deal with them.


Trust 

The first issue, trust, will establish your child’s expectations about her world. Trust forms the cornerstones of optimism or pessimism, and of self-confidence or self-doubt.

Whenever a baby is needy - that is, whenever she’s hungry, cold, uncomfortable in some other way, or frightened - she must gain the attention of her carers so that they can relieve her distress. At first she can only cry out, but quite quickly she’ll learn a number of other ways to attract attention as well, such as smiling and cooing, gesturing, moving towards her carers and ultimately using language.

Once she’s expressed her distress, the baby then has to wait for her carer to respond. No one, of course, is able to meet someone else’s needs instantly and completely and on every occasion. Nor would such a set-up be in a baby’s best interests anyway, because if all her needs were met immediately, she’d have no motivation to become more capable of meeting those needs herself. Mercifully, therefore, the fact that carers can’t respond instantly and perfectly to their baby’s every  need has a positive side, because, up to a point, it encourages development.

However, if her needs are often not met at all, or if the waiting times before her cries are answered are frequently very long or extremely unpredictable, then the baby won’t develop healthily. Those whose needs remain consistently unmet will appear to quieten down after a time - that is, they stop crying out for help. It seems that their brains give up producing adequate amounts of the chemicals that stimulate arousal, so when they’re stressed these babies seem not to react. Later in their lives, they’ll appear unusually calm or even listless. At the same time they’ll be prone to unpredictable outbursts of anger or rage when their suppressed feelings become overwhelming.

On the other hand, those babies whose cries for help are met, but only unpredictably and often only after a long and exhausting wait, may become over-aroused. That is, their brains start producing too much of the arousal chemicals and they become flooded with anxiety almost as soon as they experience the slightest discomfort. It’s as if their emotional thermostat is set on a permanent ‘high’, ready to alert them to danger at the least suggestion that there might be a problem. Later in life, these individuals may seem edgy and nervous. They’ll seek frequent reassurance and they’re often described as worriers.

This neurochemistry is extremely complicated, involving a number of brain centres and brain chemicals, so I’m not going to go into it any further. If you want to understand the process in more detail I suggest you read either Sue Gerhardt’s book Why Love Matters or Raising Babies by Steve Biddulph (see References and Suggested Reading, page 210).

The evidence we have to date suggests that that during the first two to three years of your baby’s life, her reaction to stress will become set, apparently for the rest of her life. It’s incredibly important, therefore, that she’s in an environment  in which her needs are responded to calmly, lovingly and as quickly as is reasonably possible.

I’ll talk in detail in the next chapter about specific ways in which you can help your baby develop a healthy sense of trust.


Recognition 

At birth, everything your baby sees and hears will, of course, be new to her. Consequently, you’d think that everything she notices would seem equally interesting. Yet she quite quickly becomes more discerning.

Within the first two or three months your baby will definitely prefer to look at human faces rather than anything else and, in particular, faces that she’s seen before. She’ll begin to smile especially fondly when she sees those familiar faces, showing pleasure and interest as soon as they come into her view. She’ll also start trying to locate any sounds she hears, turning as if to look for the source of those sounds.

During those first few months she’ll also gain the ability to vary her focus. At birth, a baby’s focus is ‘fixed’ at about 25cm, or the approximate distance between your face and hers when she’s feeding. However, within only a few months she’ll become able to vary that focus, so that she can see things both closer and farther away.

At around four months of age your baby will appear to have learned how a human face is supposed to look. If she’s shown pictures of human faces that contain small changes - for example, if the mouth is drawn too far down or the eyes aren’t level with one another - she’ll show great interest in those pictures and gaze at them for long periods. If, on the other hand, the faces she sees are hugely distorted - for example, if the eyes and the nose in the drawing have been swapped around - she’s likely to cry out in alarm and distress.

In general, however, your baby will be studying her world happily, showing great interest and delight in her  surroundings. Almost anything will capture her interest, particularly anything that’s new and slightly unusual. But above all she’ll be drawn towards human faces, and the pleasure and the delight she’ll show when she recognises a familiar face are incredibly rewarding to her carers.

However, a little later, at around six or seven months, she’ll not only show a definite preference for familiar faces, but she’ll also start to become cautious, or even wary, when she sees a strange face. This is a period of enormous mental (or ‘cognitive’) development. Your baby will also start looking for objects if you hide them while she’s watching, whereas previously, as soon as the hidden object disappeared from view, she would have behaved as if it no longer existed.

Cognitively, what’s happening is that she’s becoming aware that objects - and, more to the point, people - that leave her immediate surroundings still exist, even though she can no longer see them. However, at the same time, she doesn’t yet have the ability to understand - or perhaps remember - that the objects generally reappear and that the people come back.

This marks the beginning of the period known as ‘separation anxiety’. What this means in practical terms is that now, whenever you move out of her sight, your baby is likely to become distressed and anxious, as if she’s not sure you’ll ever come back.

This is a tiring stage for the most dedicated of carers. Although it’s flattering to be so incredibly important and so central in your baby’s life, and although it’s touching that she wants you there at all times, it’s also exhausting to have to take this into account whenever you move!

Over the next few months your baby will gradually become more relaxed when you go away, particularly if you precede your leave-taking with a familiar routine of some sort. Her own cognitive and physical development will be helping her, too. Her memory will develop and improve, so she’ll become able to recall that even if you do leave, you also come back.  Physically she’s becoming mobile - crawling, shuffling, or even taking her first few steps - so she’s acquiring the skills to get herself to you whenever she starts to feel that you’re too far away.

Now, however, there’s an additional problem. Because her memory is that much more developed, your baby can recognise even more readily who’s familiar and who isn’t. As you might expect, her distress in the presence of strangers will therefore increase and she’ll show particular distress if she encounters someone totally new, especially if none of her beloved carers is nearby.

This is the beginning of the period that’s known as ‘stranger anxiety’ and, once again, you can understand how your baby’s behaviour makes sense in terms of her survival. When a still fairly helpless, but nonetheless curious, toddler moves away from her carers to pursue some exciting new interest, it’s important that she’s able to recognise straight away that she’s no longer close to those people who are dedicated to keeping her safe.

Over the next few weeks and months, as your baby, now a toddler, becomes more and more able to get around by herself, and as she starts to use language effectively, her fear of strangers will gradually ease. By the time she’s around two and a half to three years old she’ll be so confident that she’s likely to regard strangers with renewed interest - that is, of course, if she knows you’re nearby or that she can get to you easily!


Communication 

We tend to think of communication only in terms of language, of talking and of listening to each other, but there’s so much more to communication than simply words! That’s why, for example, it’s so easy to be misunderstood when you write letters or emails, and why we often interrupt each other inappropriately on the telephone, or feel uncomfortable during a  long pause when we can’t see the person who’s speaking. This is because, without even being aware of it, we’re reading and inferring at least as much about each other from gestures, eye contact and body positions as we are from what’s actually being said.

These non-verbal cues establish the framework for verbal communication, setting the context and establishing general moods and attitudes. This means that long before your baby understands speech, you and she will be communicating with one another in a number of ways. Let’s look at how you do this.


Eye contact 

Eye contact is one of the earliest ways that you and your baby will attract and hold each other’s attention. During the first weeks of her life, she’ll sleep a great deal - the average amount of sleep a baby requires is about 16 hours in every 24. As I previously said, her 25cm focus length means that in the very early stages, eye contact between you will be limited.
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