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Foreword

On average, an eighteen-month old will try and take a toy from another eight times an hour. At two and a half, they are still doing that four times an hour.

In this book, Sarah Ockwell-Smith provides the best account I have read of why they do this and the different ways to respond. Parents of all kinds would do well to ‘read, learn and inwardly digest’, as my teachers used to say to me.

Toddlers have not yet developed a ‘pause’ button for regulating their emotions and actions. Still lacking sophisticated language, they naturally will use action to assert themselves. Whilst sometimes they can use words to express their wishes, when frustrated, they have yet to develop the parts of the brain which enable them to delay gratification, to put off getting what they want, which at their age, they feel should happen by magic. It is out of their relationship with carers, especially mothers, that the pause button part of the brain evolves.

For nearly two decades parents have been inundated with books and television programmes advocating strict imposition of rules for under threes. In many cases, this simply does not work.

Worse still, in some cases, it does!

The result is a seemingly obedient, even friendly child but not very deep beneath the surface is a surly, growling, miserable beast. Either he becomes a sneaky and unpleasant child, as soon as the adults’ backs are turned, a troublemaker for peers or a secret rule-breaker, who becomes the aggressive or hyperactive one in the primary school class. Or else, he becomes a withdrawn, passive creature, scared of life, who becomes the depressed, sad primary school child. If you want either of those, fine, implement a regime of naughty steps and early potty training. But if you want a cheerful, playful, happy child, read this book for the alternative.

What toddlers need is to be allowed to live in la-la land, to live in a world of playful wonder, ideally accompanied by a sympathetic and responsive adult. Like Peter Pan, all they want to do is play. If they are not allowed to do that, they become the Pan of fiction, a boy who cannot grow up.

Of course, along the way, from time to time, they also need to be made aware of external realities. The older they get, the greater the necessity to make them aware that biting other children causes pain and that slinging food on the floor does not make mummy happy. But bringing them into land in the adult world needs to be done gradually and with understanding of their limitations. Failure to do so makes it far more likely they will crash and burn, in the long term. Paradoxically, independence only is possible if dependence and self-preoccupation have been permitted.

This book is not an instruction manual. There are no strict rules for helping your toddler gradually get his head around the hard fact that the world often does not magically accord with his wishes, any more than being ‘strict’ with the child will result in a creative and self-motivated adult. There has been far too much strictness on the part of experts towards parents, just as there has been too much strict care of toddlers.

I welcome this book as a sensitive antidote to the alternatives. It is not advocating permissive or authoritarian care, it is a paean to the glorious fun and joy which can result from understanding your toddler, seeing it from their point of view, and then gently nudging them towards maturity.

Dr Oliver James
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Introduction

Terrible twos, threenagers, tantrums, biting, hitting, whining, picky eating, toilet training troubles, sleep problems, the list goes on. There’s no doubt about it: parenting a toddler is hard. Really hard. To add to this it is often the time that many decide to add a new baby to their family, which brings a whole new set of different demands and often doubles the exhaustion that parents face.

You’ve survived the first year of parenthood. The sleepless nights and cluster feeding demands of a newborn, then the broken nights and soothing the cries of a teething baby in pain. You’ve tackled weaning, baby proofed your home when your little one became mobile and some of you have successfully negotiated your return to work. Only now, just as your confidence had reached a new parental high and you had some idea of what you were doing, you’ve reached the scary domain of toddlerdom and in many ways feel like you’re right back at the beginning again. Gone is your warm, snuggly, immobile baby bundle and in its place is a wilful ball of curious energy, fighting for control and independence and leaving a trail of devastation behind them. A toddler who causes you much joy on the good days, but also heartache, frustration and embarrassment, particularly when they tantrum in public, on a shopping trip, at a family party, in front of your friend and her perfect, nontantruming child and worst of all in the presence of your mother-in-law, whose own children ‘never acted like that’.

I would be the first person to admit how hard I found the toddler years with my own four children. I think many people expect parenting authors to have had perfect children and know all of the answers. I didn’t. I frequently felt like tearing my hair out and screaming at the top of my lungs. In fact one day, one really bad day, when my firstborn was around eighteen months old, I remember having a conversation with a friend and wistfully thinking that perhaps it might be nice to commit a petty crime and be sent to prison for a little while, in order to have a short spell away from my toddler, nobody screaming ‘mummeeee’ constantly, a trip to the toilet in peace, a bed to myself, space to think and blissful quiet. I don’t want that to sound like I am advocating crime; of course I don’t, I’m merely highlighting quite how exhausted and desperate I felt with the overwhelming demands of parenting a toddler. I don’t think there is a parent out there who hasn’t despaired of their toddler at times and reached the end of their tether, or a parent who hasn’t wanted not to be near their own child or hasn’t reminisced about the quiet and calm days, when they were fully in control, pre-children. Even the perfect parents, they have bad days too, I promise you, and they’re not really perfect.

I searched high and low to find ‘the answer’. I read books with enticing titles which promised to solve all of my problems, only they didn’t; they just made me feel even more confused and inadequate as a parent. I bought reward charts, hundreds of stickers, an alarm clock with a bunny rabbit face, which was meant to solve our sleeping dilemmas, five different potties and goodness knows how many sweets to use as rewards. I sought help from medical sources, from friends and from magazines and I religiously watched any toddler behaviour related programmes on television, each one of them advising something different and many driving me to tears for the way the toddlers were being treated. After a shaky start I had eventually found the baby years quite instinctive, but my instinct had left the building by the time I had a two-year-old.

I’ll openly admit I made mistakes with my first child, and in fact with all of my children, as we all do. I did things with them and to them that make me cringe now I know better. I am only too grateful that they have turned out as fantastically as they have despite their mother inflicting all sorts of psychological trauma on them. The thing is we all make mistakes, no parent is perfect, parenting is a journey and we all have to start somewhere. That’s where ToddlerCalm™ comes in. After the launch of BabyCalm™ workshops and classes I was inundated with requests from parents to create a course to help them with their toddlers, so ToddlerCalm™ was born entirely out of public demand and now we have teachers all over the world running courses and workshops that help parents to understand their toddlers and formulate a plan of action to cope with all sorts of frustrating behaviour from sleepless nights to picky eating, tantrums to biting. Naturally the calls for a ToddlerCalm™ book came very shortly after the launch of the classes and that is where this book comes in. I hope to share some of the things I have learnt with you on my own journey and a little of what we cover in our workshops, including my unique CRUCIAL toddler parenting strategy. CRUCIAL (Control, Rhythm, Understanding, Communication, Individual, Avoiding, Love) is an acronym I developed not only to help parents understand their toddler’s needs and behaviour, but also to act as an empowering framework to help them to solve their own parenting dilemmas in their own way.

I strongly believe there is no one ‘right way’ to raise a toddler, in fact quite the reverse; parenting should be individual for each and every family. How one parent tackles a problem with their child will be, and should be, very different to how another might. We are all individuals and it concerns me that most parenting experts ignore this fact when they tell families what to do to tame their little horrors (their words, not mine). This is something I will strongly keep in mind throughout this book: the point of individuality and personal choice, hopefully helping you to make a plan of the best way forward for you and your individual child.

Have you ever noticed how many follow-up books most parenting authors write? You know the famous ones you see on television, the books that are in every shop on the high street. Why do you think this is? Surely if what they were saying was really helping parents there would be no need for the follow-up books? The problem here is by pitching themselves as ‘the experts’ with all of ‘the answers’ the parents are left feeling that they couldn’t possibly be an expert in their own children. They remain forever in need of the next book and the next so that they can read the right way to handle new situations and developmental periods they are facing.

I do not want to be like all of the other parenting experts: I have accepted now that people will call me a ‘parenting expert’ although it is a term I will never be comfortable with. My aim for this book is to produce something that will empower you, a book that will contain everything you need in order to be a confident parent who can tackle any situation your toddler might throw at you (sometimes literally). I don’t want to write a toddler sleep book, a toddler eating book, a toddler behaviour book, a toddler potty training book, a toddler and new sibling book, a toddler twins book and so on, although I admit the thought of stacking up the royalties is quite appealing. You see, if I did write an entire toddler related series I really wouldn’t be empowering you. Quite simply I hope that this book will be the only one that you need to read, giving you all the tools to parent confidently throughout the first five years of your child’s life and sometimes beyond. You already know more about your own toddler than I ever will; you are already an expert on your own toddler. I’m just here to fill in the gaps, as you might say. This beautiful quote by playwright George Bernard Shaw sums up my feelings about my role: ‘I’m not a teacher: only a fellow-traveller of whom you asked the way. I pointed ahead – ahead of myself as well as you.’

Throughout the rest of this book I will help you to understand your toddler’s behaviour. To start with we will take a whistle-stop tour of paediatric neuropsychology, in order to help you understand the way your toddler’s brain works (it’s quite different to yours). We will look at the work of some of the child psychology greats, past and present. We’ll look at the biology of taste and sleep and consider what might really be normal for a toddler. We’ll look at the most common forms of toddler behavioural control methods in use today, specifically naughty steps/corners, time out, reward charts and praise, and consider whether they are as great and useful as they first seem, and we’ll consider some alternatives. We’ll also discover quite how much you matter and how important it is for you to take care of yourself and sometimes put your own needs first and why your own moods affect your child’s. Then we’ll consider some specific situations commonly faced by parents of toddlers and apply our new knowledge and understanding to them. Hopefully by the end of the book you will have formed an action plan for your own parenting concerns. Throughout I hope to illustrate my points with plenty of real life examples and stories from myself and other parents, all of whom have faced struggles with their own toddlers, perhaps some similar to you.

With this new understanding hopefully I can help you to appreciate quite how wonderful and amazing your toddler really is. Parenting a toddler can be, and is, hard, but it can also be one of the most fun and rewarding experiences you will ever have. That really is what this book is all about, helping you to enjoy nearly every moment with your toddler, because soon, very soon, your little toddler will be a big strapping child, no longer able to curl up on your lap, sit on your shoulders or fit in your arms when you tenderly carry them sleeping from the car. These years are magical, but they go so very quickly and all too often are lost in the trauma of public tantrums, the stress of night waking and the tears of wondering what you did wrong to create such a monster. My aim is to help you enjoy these precious years while they last and to help you build the foundations for a loving, empathic relationship with your toddler that will provide the ground works for the years to come. Yes, toddlers are hard work but they are also funny, inquisitive, entertaining, loving and great companions. We just need to be in a position to see that and hopefully with a little bit of my help you’ll get there very soon!



Chapter 1
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Who do I want my toddler to be?


If we are worried about the future, then we must look today at the upbringing of children.

Gordon B. Hinckley, religious leader and author




What are your hopes for your toddler’s future? It goes without saying that we hope our children will grow up to be happy and healthy and preferably financially secure, but what are your aspirations for your toddler’s personality? What qualities do you hope that he will possess when he is grown?

Before we move on I would like to ask you quickly to note down ten qualities you hope your child will possess when he is an adult. For instance, you might hope that he will be confident, independent, empathic and kind or perhaps you might like him to have a natural curiosity about the world, to question things and have good morals. There are no right or wrong answers here, but my hopes are that this short exercise will help you begin to formulate a plan to cope with your toddler’s behaviour that we will add to with each new chapter of the book.
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Short term versus long term parenting roles

Now take a look at your list. I imagine it is full of inspiring and positive words that might seem a long way off when you look at your stubborn, whining, non-sleeping toddler. But are these qualities really that far out of reach?

Isn’t it ironic? When we parent a toddler we are always concerned about teaching them right from wrong, disciplining them so that they can learn how to live in a sociable world. We teach them to share and to say please and thank you; we do everything we can to keep them safe and goodness knows how hard that is when we have a toddler who tries to open bottles of bleach, would make a grab for the fire the second your head is turned and dashes for the stairs the minute somebody accidentally leaves the stairgate open. We are mindful that our toddlers should learn that it is not acceptable to tantrum in public in order to get their way, or shove another child at playgroup because they are playing with a toy they wanted. We want them to grow to be independent and encourage them to not be shy or rely on us too much; we want them to be healthy, so we spend hours tempting them to eat, making train and aeroplane noises while we ‘fly’ or ‘drive’ spoonfuls of nutritious food into their mouths. We want to be the best parents we can possibly be. It really is hard work trying to raise our child to be safe, healthy and sociable, isn’t it?

The development of empathy

Look at your list again; have you noted that you would like your toddler to grow up to be thoughtful, kind, caring, understanding, empathic, warm or something similar? How do you think toddlers learn the skill of what is effectively empathy (though you may have given it another name)? In the next chapter we will discuss child brain development and will cover the theme of empathy from a scientific perspective. We know that empathy is a skill children learn, rather than something that is necessarily innate, and the chances are that being kind and understanding of others is something that features highly on every parent’s wishes for their child. As parents we often focus on teaching our child to be empathic by reprimanding them with comments such as ‘Don’t do that, you’ll make Johnny sad’ or ‘It’s mean to say nasty things about people’ when they do or say something that is upsetting to others; indeed it is important for them to understand that their actions can have consequences when it comes to another’s feelings. We also point out feelings in others, perhaps through picture books, television programmes or plays. Whether we realise it or not we spend a lot of time each day teaching our children to be empathic.

There is a lot more to the development of empathy though and perhaps the best and indeed easiest way to teach a child to develop empathy is to be empathic to them. It seems obvious doesn’t it? US President Barack Obama has spoken about what he terms society’s ‘Empathy Deficit’: ‘We live in a culture that discourages empathy. A culture that too often tells us our principal goal in life is to be rich, thin, young, famous, safe, and entertained. A culture where those in power too often encourage these selfish impulses.’ You only need look at the level of hatred and crime in our society today to see the shocking evidence of this empathy deficit. Research1 shows us that if a child’s emotional needs are met at home they are more likely to develop a strong sense of empathy when they grow older and that toddlers who have a secure attachment to their parents are more caring towards others.2

In short, the best way to encourage our children to be empathic, to be kind, thoughtful, understanding of and gentle towards others is to treat them with the same compassion. This means listening to our children, encouraging them to share their feelings with us, being comfortable with them showing their distress, helping them to handle their feelings and meeting their emotional needs wherever possible. It means understanding that some of a toddler’s most annoying traits, where we might punish them by putting them on naughty steps or in time out, such as public temper tantrums, or meltdowns when they don’t want to go to nursery or get dressed in the morning, are the very traits that we should treat with respect and empathy ourselves. It means if your toddler is scared of the dark or the monsters in his room, or is reluctant to use his potty, that we listen to him, rather than ignoring his needs by forcing him to keep them inside in order to receive a sticker on his chart or a marble in his jar. We will discuss the use of common toddler behavioural strategies in some depth in chapter 5. For now I would just like to plant a small seed of thought in your mind, the idea that the most well-meant parenting methods are anything but empathic to our children and unless we show them empathy how do we expect them to be empathic towards others? This brings to mind a quote from one of my favourite books: ‘You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of view, until you climb inside of his skin and walk around in it’ (Atticus Finch in To Kill a Mockingbird). Could empathy for our children be the key to not only surviving, but also enjoying the toddler years?

The development of confidence and independence

Look back at your list; have you noted that you would like your child to be independent, a free spirit, confident or something similar? Certainly many parents struggle with encouraging confidence and independence in their toddlers, especially when they start nursery, kindergarten or preschool. I don’t think there is a parent anywhere who hasn’t experienced their toddler crying and clinging to them at drop-off time and have perhaps been encouraged to leave by staff and other parents, with notions of ‘he has to learn, it’s for his own good’. Often when you collect them they are covered in stickers that say things like ‘good boy’ or ‘I was good today’. All children have different needs; some children need us more, some need us less and their needs can change day to day too depending on many other factors of their life. If your child needs you is it really for his own good to leave him? What would he learn from being left sobbing and getting a sticker? What would he learn if we respected his feelings and postponed nursery for a while, perhaps just for a day, a week or perhaps more, until he felt ready to leave you confidently? Which response would be likely to lead to true independence and confidence? As psychotherapist Sue Gerhardt, author of Why Love Matters, comments, ‘Babies need to be with people they are attached to well beyond nine months … The first two or three years are the crucial window when various systems which manage emotions are put into place. In particular, it is when we learn to exercise self-control and to be aware of other people’s needs. Without these basic emotional skills children may not grow up emotionally competent.’

I know for many this is unrealistic, particularly if you work and need to leave your child at day care. You can, however, still be empathic and consider your child’s needs, and in chapter 14 we will work through an example of a child reluctant to be left in day care and I will suggest some tips to help both of you. I always come back to the idea that before independence there must always be dependence. This idea is so nicely summed up by Deborah Jackson in her book, Three in a Bed, ‘every child is different, but his needs are universal. All he wants is the nurture of a mother – and given in sufficient quantity, at an early enough age, he will grow up with security, and with responsibility for himself.’ Could allowing your child a little more dependence on you be the key for finding peace in the toddler years?

The development of curiosity and a desire to learn

Back to your list again, did you mention that you would like your child to grow into an adult who loved learning, was inquisitive, interested in the world, a free thinker with a mind of his own? These are certainly very positive traits, which most parents would wish for their children. I remember a time when I caught my daughter, then two, having emptied a whole shelf of my kitchen larder. She had tipped half of the salt container onto the floor and then crumbled a whole packet of stock cubes on top of the salt; she had then poured most of a bottle of vinegar into the mix and was busy stirring the mixture with a teaspoon and using an upturned cup to make patterns. Then there was the time she covered herself and our living room rug with a whole tube of thick white sticky sun cream, or when she found my make-up bag and used my expensive cosmetics to draw all over herself, the mirror, the wall and the floor. Upon finding her each time I took a sharp intake of breath and my first reaction was to shout at her, but something made me pause. Had she really been so naughty? What she had done was unacceptable, yes, and I made sure it couldn’t happen again by putting things away more carefully out of her reach. I also explained in each case why what she had done wasn’t acceptable and offered an alternative, but similar, acceptable activity, I am not a permissive parent by any means.

Why was I not angry with her? Well, what had she done wrong? In each case she was being inquisitive and interested in the world; she was learning more than a science class could teach her, about the properties of liquids and solids, she was learning about shapes and pattern making, she was honing her fine coordination skills and this was all self-led, and when you think of it that way a toddler’s constant drive to learn and explore their world can only be a good thing. When I thought of it another way I realised she was exploring and learning or being what we will refer to in later chapters as a ‘little scientist’. Granted I would have much preferred her to play in a sandpit, to play with her pouring cups in the bath and paint at the table with lots of newspaper underneath her canvas, but the basic instinctive drive was still the same and really it was my fault for not supervising her adequately or putting items I did not want her to play with out of her reach.

Similarly, one of my children (I won’t say which one for fear they or, worse, their friends, will read this book when they are older) used to ‘paint’ with their poo. Many a time I walked into the nursery after the morning nap to find a naked toddler, a full open nappy on the floor and a child finger-painting on the walls with poo. Again, I could have interpreted this as my child being a monster, doing things deliberately to wind me up and being ‘naughty’, indeed many would. Yet what this really indicated was simply a toddler who enjoyed exploring the texture of warm, sticky poo, marvelling at its paint-like properties and ability literally to stick to anything! Even better that it was something they had produced all by themselves; imagine the pride! What did I do? I resigned myself to cleaning, a lot, and we got through an awful lot of bleach in a short period of time. We learnt to put nappies and pyjamas on back to front and fix the nappy with gaffer tape; I also invested in some play dough and some paints, realising the behaviour might indicate a need for more ‘messy play’. Eventually, the poo painting stopped, much to my relief!

Why do we praise an inquisitive mind so much when children are older? Why do we applaud the ‘thinkers’ of society and hold scientific researchers in such high esteem when we chastise and discipline our toddlers for doing the very same thing? As John Holt, author and educator, has said, ‘Children are born passionately eager to make as much sense as they can of things around them. If we attempt to control, manipulate, or divert this process, the independent scientist in the child disappears.’

What if we understood their need to explore and experiment? What if we encouraged it (in ways that were acceptable to us)? Could allowing your child a little more freedom to explore the world be the key for calmness throughout toddlerdom?

The development of commitment and ambition

Looking at your list once more, did you write that you hoped your toddler would grow into a determined, ambitious, focused adult who is not afraid of commitment or hard work? Or something similar? These are all very positive traits, particularly when it comes to employment and relationships in adults. However, if you are a stubborn toddler, a wilful two-year-old or headstrong eighteen-month-old they are deemed negative behavioural traits. Why the difference in regard? Why is it acceptable and applauded to be a focused, determined, ambitious adult and yet the very same qualities are punished if you are a two-year-old?

Think how much determination your toddler requires every day; most things are too high for them, they struggle to reach, they fall over often and must pick themselves up over and over again, their fine motor skills are not yet fully developed and the jigsaw puzzle and shape sorter that is so simple for us is so challenging for them, their language skills are not yet mature enough to be fully understood all of the time, but they persist, until they have mastered the task at hand. We often don’t think about quite how much commitment it takes to be a toddler and what an amazing quality their urge for mastery is. Imagine if they gave up, if they no longer bothered to learn to run, jump and climb, if they gave up on drawing because their pictures did not look like yours, or they gave up trying to speak to us because they were not understood. However would they learn? How would they develop?

Now think about your obstinate little bundle of rage refusing to put his coat on (perhaps because he is not cold and does not want to overheat or perhaps just because today he doesn’t like the colour), his protestations lasting for an easy ten minutes, why doesn’t he just give up and let you put his coat on? We don’t realise that this stubborn behaviour that we despair of so commonly in toddlers is one of the very qualities they need to help them to grow into a successful child and adult. What if we applauded our toddler’s determination to complete a task? (With appropriate limits in place.) Could affording your child a little more respect for their tenacity be the key for turning the ‘terrible twos’ into the ‘terrific twos’?

I hope you see where I am leading you. If we think about our long term goals for our children we realise that many of them are at odds with how we may be parenting our toddlers today. Common behavioural strategies and techniques oppress many of the natural skills toddlers possess that lead to the very qualities we hope they will possess when they are older. It may be hard parenting a toddler, but it is so much harder to be a toddler.

The goals of the modern day parenting expert

Have you ever wondered why so many famous parenting experts tend to have worked as nannies? Consider the aims that they have in their professional capacity, either when they work in a family’s home or write a toddler training manual. Their aims surely must be: 1. To do their job and be worthy of their fee; 2. To get good results, which means extinction of the undesirable behaviour; 3. To get results as quickly as possible; 4. To restore peace to the household. I believe these experts are well meaning and they do their job well, but their job focuses very much on the ‘now’. It is incredibly results based, but the results are only focusing on the short term. Getting a child sleeping through the night, eating their greens, being kind to their siblings and no longer throwing a tantrum on every shopping trip are all things these parenting experts can seemingly do with ease, and their results are often very quick and seemingly very impressive. They have done their job, they have earned their fee, and they have solved the problem. Then it is time to move on to the next family and the next job.

However, it is worth considering the possible long term effects of their actions and advice. Do they have in mind the future adult that the child will be? Do they worry that these methods will inhibit the child from developing the qualities their parents so desire them to possess when they are older? Of course they don’t. Many popular parenting experts, who base their work on the ideas of the behaviourists, whose theories are responsible for modern day dog training, focus only on today, rather than looking forward to who your child will become in twenty years’ time. The bigger picture does not concern them, as they leave and move on to ‘fixing’ the next family. This is at odds with what a parent wants and hopes for their child in the long term. The question to be asked is whether it is possible to find a way to consider the long term implications of our actions while remaining sane in the present. Sometimes today is so stressful it is hard to even contemplate tomorrow isn’t it? Is it possible to be mindful of tomorrow while surviving today? I think so and this is precisely what the rest of this book is all about.



Chapter 2


[image: image]

Why toddlers are not mini adults


Your kids require you most of all to love them for who they are, not to spend your whole time trying to correct them.

Bill Ayers, education theorist




Have you ever wondered why your toddler just doesn’t seem to understand you, even if you repeat yourself one hundred times? Or why they refuse to share their toys even when their playmate is in floods of tears and you’ve asked really nicely? Have you ever felt they were behaving in a certain way to deliberately wind you up and wondered what you did so wrong to raise such a selfish child? The simple answer is that toddlers’ brains are not like those of adults and they simply do not think in the same way that we do. With this in mind then it becomes obvious that we should not treat them as mini adults or expect them to act in the same way as us.

Many common toddler behavioural techniques do not appear to take account of paediatric neuropsychology. If they did they would surely advocate different methods. Perhaps one of the most important things a parent can understand is how their toddler’s brain works. Once you understand some basic premises, your expectations of your toddler dramatically change and so too day-to-day life as a family becomes much calmer.

The nature versus nurture debate

The debate of whether behaviour is learnt or inherited has been around for centuries. Indeed the seventeenth-century English philosopher John Locke is famous for saying the following: ‘The little and almost insensible impressions on our tender infancies have very important and lasting consequences.’ Locke believed that newborn babies were like blank slates (or what he termed ‘tabula rasa’) at birth and that their experiences of the world from birth onwards would shape their adult personalities. Locke believed that the early experiences and markings on the tabula rasa were much more important than the experiences and learnings of adulthood. Many supporters of the nature hypothesis cite famous twin studies to counteract the nurture hypothesis, arguing that a large amount of human behaviour is innate, an inherited trait; however, these studies have come under criticism for their small sample sizes, results that are difficult to quantify and overestimated conclusions.

In contrast to the frequently cited twin studies, the Human Genome Project, completed in 2003, seems to back up Locke’s beliefs and the beliefs of those who favour the nurture view. The project predicted that there are somewhere between 20,000 and 25,000 human genomes, which means that there are quite simply not enough genomes to account for all facets of human behaviour as a hereditary trait. Or as American biologist Craig Venter, who was one of the first to sequence the human genome, says, ‘The wonderful diversity of the human species is not hard-wired in our genetic code. Our environments are critical.’ The nurture debate definitely wins out for me when considering many facets of toddler behaviour, though that is not to say that biology does not come into play, of course it does, which is why I believe a good basic knowledge of brain development is vital to help unravel our understanding of our young offspring and to grasp how important the first three years of life are when considering future personalities.

How does the brain develop?

A child’s brain almost doubles in size over the first year of life. At birth most of the baby’s brain cells are formed, however most of the hundred billion connections between the cells are made during early childhood. These connections are enormously influenced by the baby’s and toddler’s environment. A child’s brain growth does not follow a biologically predetermined path; early experiences will interact with their genetic make-up and have an enormous impact on the development of their brain by influencing how the pathways of their brain become connected. In short, no two brains develop the same, even those of identical twins.

A toddler’s brain is incredibly active: a three-year-old’s brain is approximately twice as active as that of an adult and will have formed about one thousand trillion connections, again about twice as many as an adult. A young child experiences the world in a more complete, multi-sensory way than they will during the rest of their life. This means the child’s development, including social, emotional, cognitive, physical and language, is stimulated during multi-sensory experiences. Mindful of this we should understand that young children need the opportunity to participate in a world filled with as many stimulating sights, sounds, feels and smells as possible.

The brain of a child will retain this enormous amount of neural connections until they reach the age of ten or eleven. From this point onwards their brain will begin to prune the extra, unused, connections, operating on a ‘use it or lose it’ principle. If a connection is reinforced by being used repeatedly in the early years of the child’s life it becomes permanent; if the connection is not reinforced it is pruned away for ever. This means that a lack of appropriate stimulation or care at certain times in the child’s life can have serious and permanent effects; this is what scientists term ‘neuroplasticity’ or the ability of the brain to change in response to the individual’s environment. With this information in mind we can see that what happens in the child’s early years is hugely influenced by their babyhood and toddlerdom and this in turn can influence the rest of their lives. Indeed, recent research3 looking at the environment and parental nurturance received by young children shows it has a marked effect on brain development in the teenage years, with lead researcher Dr Martha Farah commenting, ‘It really does support the idea that those early years are especially influential.’
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The triune brain theory

I like to use the theory of the triune brain when explaining brain development to parents. This simple theory developed by American neuroscientist Paul MacLean is a wonderful way to understand brain function and development. As you might have guessed from the name (triune meaning ‘three in one’) the triune brain theory describes the brain as of three main parts, each part interacting with the other. These are the reptilian brain (or the reptilian cortex), the mammalian brain (the limbic system) and the thinking brain (the neocortex).
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The reptilian brain is the part of the brain necessary for basic survival and consists of the brain stem and cerebellum; it controls our essential bodily functions such as breathing, digestion, temperature regulation, circulation, hunger and thirst. The functions of the reptilian brain are automatic. This area is well developed and active from birth.

The mammalian or limbic brain, containing the amygdala and hippocampus, is the seat of emotions, giving us the capacity to feel and give love. The mammalian brain is also well developed at birth.

The thinking brain is the neocortex (literally meaning ‘new brain’); it makes up approximately five-sixths of the human brain. The size of our neocortex is what sets us apart from our Neanderthal ancestors and distinguishes us from other mammals. The neocortex is the seat of critical and rational thought, or what many perceive to be ‘intelligence’, as well as the home of voluntary movement. Development of the neocortex is not well under way until a child reaches approximately the age of four years.

With this understanding of brain development we can see how social development such as empathy, self-awareness and the ability to interact with others, all functions of the neocortex, does not really develop until a child reaches almost school age. This means that children lack the social development necessary to share until around the age of four onwards. This is such an important point I feel I need to say it twice: toddlers and most preschoolers are physically incapable of sharing; their brains are not developed enough to do the very thing we try so hard to teach them to do on an almost daily basis.

The neocortex is also the home of impulse control and the ability to understand that a choice we make now may have consequences later. Neuroscientists tell us that toddlers are incapable of controlling their impulses and their ‘big emotions’, which is why they tantrum with such ferocity. They do not do so to manipulate or annoy us deliberately; they can’t help it! Toddlers do not have the brain development necessary to stay in control of their feelings and they do not understand the use of consequences, such as ‘If you do that again I’ll take the toy away from you’ as a punishment. Wow.

Remember I mentioned earlier that the neocortex is also the home of empathy as well as our abilities to use reason and logic. The neocortex is the last part of the triune brain to form and is therefore not mature in toddlers. A toddler simply does not have the neural connections necessary to understand logic and reasoning, no matter how much you explain to them logically why it is inappropriate to wear shorts on a winter’s day or nothing more than wellington boots and a tutu to preschool.

Why then do we have such incorrect expectations of toddlers? Why do we get angry when they don’t listen to our logical commands, share their toys, fail to see how another person feels and scream at the top of their lungs at the supermarket? If we understand some basic neuropsychology we understand these behaviours are totally normal for toddlers. We accept that toddlers have a limited ability to talk, yet we don’t constantly punish them for not speaking in long, complex sentences, so why don’t we accept their other biological limitations too? The only answer I can come up with is that most people simply don’t know that this behaviour is normal.

The egocentric toddler

Many years ago, before the advent of complex imaging machinery, we had already reached the conclusion that young children think and feel differently to adults. Perhaps the most influential researcher in the field of child development was Jean Piaget, a Swiss philosopher and psychologist, credited with being the founding father of developmental psychology. Piaget was famous for suggesting that children move from a state of egocentrism (categorised by ‘incomplete differentiation of the self and the world and other people’ – thinking that everyone in the world thinks, feels and sees things the same as them) to sociocentrism at around the age of seven. In other words he suggests that it takes them around seven years until they finally recognise that others see the world in a different way to them. Piaget’s work helps us to understand that an egocentric child is not a selfish child, but rather one who is too young to have learnt that others may have different beliefs and opinions to them. This has enormous implications as it literally highlights to us that young children are incapable of having true empathy for others.

OEBPS/images/line.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P021.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P022.jpg
Keptilian Prain Mammalian or Limbic Prain
(Brain stem and cerebellum) (amygdala and hippocampus)

(neocortex)






OEBPS/images/9781405528597.jpg
calmer toddlers }
happiefparents

‘ Sarah Ockwell-Smith 3

- Foreword by Dr Oliver James,
leading child psychologist and bestseling author,

'y

\





OEBPS/images/common.jpg
)





