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INTRODUCTION


JOHN WAS JUST FOUR days old when his mother Dana set about teaching him to read.


The fact that newborns can’t focus on anything more than a few inches away – let alone recognise words – did not deter her. Dana was so evangelical in her belief that sooner is better that twice a day she ran through a set of ten flashcards with her firstborn son.


‘I would show John words like “milk”, give him my breast and then show him the baby sign language for milk,’ says Dana, a 41-year-old American businesswoman who had relocated to the UK. ‘I did it every morning and evening. At first I did it so he would get familiar with the sounds – and then so he could see the shape of the word.’


Dana – who moved on to teach John meditation and scientific plant classification – says: ‘Of course, when he was first born, I knew he couldn’t see the words, but he could hear them and I thought it wouldn’t do any harm.’


By nine months, Dana says that John was pointing and using baby sign language to show he could recognise up to twenty words and phrases including ‘I love you’, ‘nose’, ‘ear’ and ‘arms up’.


No matter that the programme Dana used, ‘Your Baby Can Read’, has been censured by consumer watchdogs for falsely inflating parents’ expectations. Or, that after sales of £112 million around the world in four years, the firm has now gone out of business after experts pointed out that there are just as many dogs as babies on YouTube who, when given a simple word, can correctly point to the right flashcard.


Like every mother, Dana simply believes she is doing the very best for her child. ‘It’s survival of the fittest,’ she explains without apology. ‘I want to give my son every mechanism out there to get ahead of the pack. In eighteen years, John will be at either Yale or Oxford. You’ll see.’


In fact in today’s increasingly cut-throat race for Oxbridge or the Ivy League, some might even consider that by waiting until John’s birth, Dana has left it a little late. We live in a culture where mothers go on pre-conception diets to boost brain power, and where über-organised couples time the moment of conception precisely in order to give birth just after the 1 September cut-off date for schools.


Savvy parents know that, due to being the oldest in the school year, autumn babies are off to such a flying start that they end up twenty-five per cent more likely to get a place at Oxford or Cambridge. So perhaps it’s no coincidence that, over the last decade, September and October have been consistently among the three most popular months to give birth in England and Wales.


No sooner has sperm successfully met egg than mothers turn their wombs into their children’s first classrooms. Unborn babies become the captive audience for classical music blasted in utero in stereo – before they even have ears. Once safely delivered, infants have barely drawn their first breath before parents are fretting about their Apgar scores. Under starter’s orders, the curriculum proper now begins: flashcards before infants can properly see, baby sign language classes before they can talk and baby swimming classes before they can walk.


Yet, extreme as it all sounds, when I interviewed Dana and dozens like her, I have to admit I understood where she was coming from. After all, I too had given birth in a culture where, from the moment the umbilical cord is cut, parents like me live with the constant fear that they can never do enough to make their offspring the brightest and best.


As the mother of two children, I will start this exploration into the causes and effects of tiger parenting by confessing that, like so many others, I too had succumbed to the message that child-rearing was a race. When my first daughter was born almost thirteen years ago, her future seemed mapped out. I approached my new role with more dedication than I would an MA. This was to be my ultimate test. For the sake of my daughter, I could not fail. If there was an enrichment programme, toy or book I could use to make my baby smarter, I would try it. I would play so much Mozart that the synapses in her tiny infant brain would fizzle and pop. I would breastfeed until she reached her optimum IQ.


In dismay, I looked back on my own childhood of benign neglect, complaining that I had simply been left to ‘go and play’ as if that were tantamount to child abuse. Never mind that my happiest memories were of kicking the branches of the fir tree that hung above my garden swing and tapping the heads of frogs in the garden pond with sticks. All that was conveniently forgotten now that I had joined the educational arms race.


When my baby arrived in December 2001, all went to plan. I loved the way her eyes seemed to sparkle with amazement when I jiggled and turned her in her baby sling to look at works of art in museums and art galleries. At moments like those, I felt like the best mother in the world. After all, I was told there was not a moment to waste. The neural explosion in the brain, which started at conception, would abruptly stop at the age of three.


Soon my bookshelf groaned under the weight of books with titles like Make Your Child Brilliant and Bring Out the Genius in Your Child. On the first day at Montessori, I glowed with satisfaction when, while other toddlers dashed about, my daughter quietly sat down and arranged the right number of plastic pigs in the correct red circles. Naïvely, I assumed all my hard work had paid off.


But of course, this was just an early skirmish. The culture had not only had its effect on me but also on every other parent I came across.


Six months later, we returned from two years living in the US to the UK, where my husband and I had been working as foreign correspondents. By a stroke of luck – and I suspect my husband’s charm offensive on the school secretary – we managed to find my daughter a place at an over-subscribed private nursery. There I found myself just one of many mums and dads all locked in the same frantic race to get ahead. As a first-time mother arriving from abroad, I knew nothing of the Machiavellian ways of modern parenting.


Innocently, I assumed the next step would be the girls’ school round the corner when my daughter was four. My bubble burst when, over coffee halfway through the first term, another mother broke the news: ‘Well, you know there are four girls trying for every place, don’t you?’


Gripped by panic, I tried to catch up. Information was traded with other novice mums in the same boat. Neurosis underpinned every conversation at the school gates, particularly as all of us had the same goal. Bit by bit, I caught on to the dark arts of pushy parenting. I spied the tell-tale yellow plastic Kumon folders concealed inside rolled-up Grazias in rivals’ handbags – and signed my daughter up myself. The latest intelligence was passed along in hushed tones: ‘Did you hear that Sarah (just turned four) can write half a side of A4?’ ‘Have you heard that Yasmin (three and a half) is reading chapter books on her own?’ By stealth and persistence, I wheedled out the name of the top tutor in the area, only to find she had a two-year waiting list. Still I was a rank amateur compared with the other heat-seeking missiles I was up against.


One day, when my daughter came home from a playdate, I asked her in the car on the way back what games she and her friend had played. She reeled off the usual list of activities – hide-and-seek, princesses, trampolining – before adding: ‘And Alexandra’s mum gave me a spelling test.’


But children are not pet monkeys to be trained to perform in a circus. In order to win at competitive parenting, you have to have a child who is willing to come along for the ride. Behind closed doors, my home was fast moving away from the oasis of fun and security I had intended it to be. Instead of enjoying playing with my now five-year-old for her own sake, I found our free time together had become an endless round of worksheets and educational games. I couldn’t even bake cupcakes without wanting to turn the exercise into a teachable moment to talk about weighing and measuring.


Although my husband Anthony and I had consciously tried to shield our daughter from any expectations, she had quickly cottoned on to the message that life was one endless competition. An innately modest child, she simply decided she did not want to be constantly measured and compared with other children for everything she did. The alarm bells started ringing in Year Two when, after I personally made sure she turned in the best space project, she won the end-of-year prize.


While I applauded uproariously from the sidelines, she fled the room in tears and refused to accept the £10 book token from the head teacher. When she calmed down, all she could say was that she hated us making a fuss. What is just as likely is that she resented the fact that her successes had become as much ours as hers. Even at that young age, she realised that the more she succeeded, the more pressure she was under to keep it up.


By the age of seven, it was becoming clear how much our daughter’s self-worth had been affected by the hothoused environment which engulfed her. Because she felt she had to be good at everything, she didn’t think there was any point trying at all. Worse, she saw me as part of the problem, always expecting me to expect more. To her childish eyes, instead of just seeing me as her mother, she had also come to see me as an extension of an overbearing school system. She stopped looking me in the eye and became more tense and irritable. Abruptly, I changed direction and took my foot off the gas. Gradually we repaired our relationship. With my second child, I had learnt my lesson – and she was less stressed as a result.


Aware, as a parenting journalist, that the same thing was happening in other families too, over the next three years I interviewed educators, parents, child psychologists and teenagers who had come through the competitive education system. What struck me most was the scale of the emotional fallout for parents and children alike.


One of the people I met was Jenny Foster, a former teacher and neurolinguistic programming practictioner, who had set up an organisation called Inner Sense to help some of the children who were casualties. Jenny is one of a growing body of professionals who believes pressure on children to perform at an early age means they develop so much anxiety that learning stops getting through to them – in other words the exact opposite of what tiger parenting sets out to achieve. The youngest child she has seen is six.


She explained that children are not helped by the increasingly narrow focus on targets and league tables in schools at the expense of play; play, which even in the most brutal times for children in history, has intuitively been recognised as an essential part of growing up. But with so much pressure bearing down on schools from above – from both government and global rankings – there is also less time for subjects in which children who do not excel in the most tested subjects of Maths and English can prove their worth.


The more target-driven schools become to keep up with the international competition, the less opportunity there is for children to develop skills like emotional intelligence and empathy. The less time there is too for them to learn about themselves and how to interact with others, leading to a rise in behaviour problems and mental health issues.


It’s not just the sensitive children who don’t relish a contest who are the cast-offs. It’s also the youngsters who, at first, appear to cope well in this winner-takes-all system; the ones who come to develop perfectionist tendencies, and who grow to believe that their worth is based on test scores and have to spend their time defending their positions as top dogs in the classroom.


* * *


It is both the best of times and the worst of times for our children. The tragedy of all this over-investment is that we are not producing a brave new world of brighter, more accomplished, wunderkinds. Instead we are producing the most anxious generation ever.


Thirty years ago, the notion that children from secure, affluent family units could be so stressed that they were suffering low mood and anxiety disorders would have seemed ridiculous. Now experts are reporting a steep increase in the number of children suffering from depression starting in primary school.


But over that period of time, there has been a complete about-turn in what we believe should be our priorities for our children. Somehow being parents who were around to love and provide food and shelter for our children was no longer enough. Science, global competition, marketing and general anxiety converged to convince us that we had to upgrade our children. Fear of the future has clouded our judgement.


Gradually, babies stopped being allowed to play and discover themselves as they have done for thousands of years. They instead had to be stimulated around the clock to grow better brains. It was no longer acceptable for your child to be average. Now they had to be optimised. In our obsession with proving our worth through our children, we have lost sight of the fact that our own stress and anxiety are the greatest enemies of good parenting – and that our children’s stress and anxiety are the biggest obstacles to their achievement.


Children still in nappies are being subjected to academic curricula and assessed for personal development, numeracy and communication in state nurseries before starting formal classes at five, because the government says this will make them more employable. Instead of standing behind them and pointing them in the right direction, we have crossed over into dragging them towards a finish line that never quite comes into view.


It’s not nostalgic to point out that times have changed for our children – and our parenting styles have changed accordingly. Our worries for the future mean that instead of accepting them for who they are, we now constantly measure them to assess their chances of success in every area. In the past, parents were content to be raising an ‘ordinary’ child. Now ordinary has come to mean overlooked.


Within the last few years, it has become no longer enough for our children to be strong in one or two areas. Now it’s deemed that a truly successful child has to be an all-rounder in the academic subjects, sport and music. Low-key internal exams to prepare children for the 11-plus, O levels and A levels were also judged not sufficient to keep track. It was decided that children should be graded in public exams at every available opportunity with SATs tests.


The gaps between the exams became shorter as grades became the primary goal. Now, no sooner have children left the GCSE exam hall than they are studying for AS levels a year later. Even A grades have to be liberally sprinkled with stars to really count. University application forms have to read like CVs, in which students must prove to tutors they have been absorbed by their chosen subject since birth, yet still had the time to scale the highest peaks in Britain and do volunteering as part of their Duke of Edinburgh Award. But expecting our children to be good at everything is an unrealistic and unfair burden which makes children feel like they are always falling short, however well they do. However much we try to hide it, they still get the message they are never good enough.


Furthermore, in today’s hothouse there are so many more arenas for disappointment than there once were. The confidence of children as young as four is hit hard if they don’t make it into the private school their welloff parents want for them. Children in the comprehensive system given SATS in primary are made aware early on if they are not measuring up. As one educational psychologist told me: ‘The parents think the children are not aware they are failing, but the children are fully aware. They have a feeling that mummy and daddy are not happy with them.’


Whether in the state or private school system, if we teach children to judge themselves by external standards – what school they go to or what exam results they get – the law of averages means that most of the time, they will feel they are failing.


* * *


It’s not just academic pressures that our children have to contend with. On top of these, a new set of stressors has also started bearing down on them.


Popularity and good looks have always been prized in adolescence. But a generation ago, you were not held up to public humiliation if you did not score highly in these counts. Already plagued by the insecurities of puberty, today’s children must find the time to live up to impossibly high ideals of looks and bodily perfection as well as dress themselves according to a red-carpet-ready dress code. If they fail on any count, they risk being publicly slated by their peers on social networks.


The result is that at the same time as British children have become the most tested on Earth, they have also become the most distracted and miserable. UNICEF has put British children in sixteenth place – out of twenty-one countries – for happiness. Data from a Children’s Society survey of 30,000 young people aged eight to sixteen suggests that half a million people in that age group are actively unhappy. More than 80,000 primary school children are already estimated to suffer from a severe form of depression.


Experts say that high-stakes testing is contributing to a rise in suicides in young men and self-harm in young women.


In the UK, suicide is the second most common cause of death among fifteen- to nineteen-year-olds after road accidents. The number of children and teenagers who called ChildLine in order to talk about killing themselves more than doubled between 2004 and 2008. At the same time, the charity says the number of children calling about self-harm is soaring at breakneck speed, with a sixty-eight per cent increase year on year in 2012, a rise they attribute to children needing to find a coping mechanism.


Looking to the future, the picture is no rosier. The World Health Organisation has warned that adolescents in the developed world have the fastest-growing incidence of mental health problems on the planet. Furthermore, today’s stressed children will turn into the depressed adults of tomorrow.


Girls and boys process this pressure differently. Boys may isolate themselves in technology, and immerse themselves in video games, or internet porn or alcohol. When girls can’t identify their feelings, they try to keep up the pretence of perfection and turn their anger in on themselves. They find ways to express pain physically by starving themselves or hurting themselves – because that still feels preferable to the emotional pain they feel inside.


As Lucie Russell, Director of Campaigns at children’s mental health charity YoungMinds, points out, our children are living in an ‘unprecedentedly toxic climate’. She says: ‘Young people today are growing up in a harsh environment with ever-increasing stress to perform at school. Being at school is hard: there is a lot of testing and focus on exams. ‘Someone who gets below a C grade can feel like a failure. Job prospects for young people are also awful, and there is an online world where they can be victims of cyber-bullying and they constantly have to think about how to present themselves. There is always pressure to be the perfect person.’


* * *


I imagine many of you have picked up this book because you genuinely want the best for your child – but you can’t see any way of achieving that in the current climate without being a tiger parent. Maybe you have had enough not only of how the relentless pace of modern family life ruins your experience of having children – but also how the constant tension poisons the atmosphere in your home.


Perhaps you have tired of the competitive undercurrents with other parents at the school gates; the conversations which feel like duels; the icy smiles you have to feign as humblebrags (see page 111) about reading levels, maths scores and music grades rain down on you like body blows. Or possibly you hate the constant, overarching fear that other parents are working harder than you are to make their offspring excel and get ahead of yours?


Most of all, there’s a good chance you don’t like the way being measured, assessed and judged all the time makes the children you love feel about themselves. Possibly you can’t remember the last time you saw your children truly feeling carefree.


So you might want a way out. But you simply can’t see an option if your child is not going to be left behind.


As we will find out in the next chapter, our natural concern has been neatly hijacked by big business and tutoring firms who know there’s money to be made from panicking parents. This is against a background of persistent assertions that our education system is under attack. Of course there will be plenty of people who say that as the UK and US plummet down the international league table rankings, what we need is more pushy parenting, not less. Others will say this is a middle-class issue which only affects a few hotbeds of competitive parenting around the country.


Indeed, it’s true that the middle classes are the ones who are passing on the most pressure to their children – because they feel the most under threat. The university places they took for granted now feel at risk from students from other parts of the world, where academic hard work is part of an even deeper-rooted cultural expectation.


But this is about much more than the amusing antics of a few bourgeois families denied bragging rights about having a child at Oxbridge. Seven out of ten people now view themselves as belonging to Middle Britain. The boom in tutoring is not just fuelled by well-off parents trying to get their children into selective private schools. It is also being fed by less affluent families who are also worried about SATs and future employment prospects.


Not all the blame can be conveniently laid at the feet of pushy parents, either, though it may be convenient to scapegoat them as comic, narcissistic slave-drivers living out their dreams through their unfortunate offspring. But just as fierce is the influence of pushy schools and above them pushy education ministers whose main priority is to train up children to be worker bees in an international workforce.


But there is also an uncomfortable truth lurking here. The children of the most over-invested, overambitious generation of parents in history are being educated alongside those from some of the most under-invested and economically deprived families – and treated by governments as if there is a one-size-fits-all solution. At the same time as our newspapers obsess about the latest extreme of tiger parents, there are also shock-horror headlines about children turning up at nurseries barely able to speak, huge swathes of six-year-olds unable to read basic words, and school-leavers still not meeting the standards of Maths and English required by employers.


The underlying reasons for this low achievement are often that these children are products of extreme poverty, teenage pregnancies, households in which English is not yet spoken or chaotic family backgrounds. But the measures introduced to catch the so-called ‘tail’ – like nappy curricula, early nursery-school starts and SATS throughout primary – also end up frying children who have been overcooked from the start.


At one end of the scale, high-stakes testing is turbo-charging an elite class of alpha children who have been on the hamster wheel from the moment of birth. At the other, it is alienating a generation of children who have been branded as failures early on because they never got the same level of parental investment. Because children see the world in black and white terms, it feels like a case of all-or-nothing. They don’t have the experience to know there is a middle ground, so they give up.


The result is a two-tier education system with a huge achievement gap into which more children are falling all the time.


* * *


The other possibility is that you are reading this book to see if you are a tiger parent – and how you stack up compared to other parents. After all, millions of parents around the world read Amy Chua’s Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother, not because they wanted to throw in the towel on pushy parenting, but because they wanted to see if it really worked or to justify their own methods. If so, you may already be of the opinion that the world is a competitive place and if your children are to do well, they had just better get used to it. You may also believe that ‘healthy competition’ makes children try harder and do their best.


Maybe you feel emboldened by the fact that you believe your efforts are paying off and secretly feel that any parent who opts out is not prepared to put in the work it requires.


But this is not a book that puts free-range parenting in one corner and competitive parenting in another. Nor does it recommend a return to the ‘everyone must have prizes’ practices of the 1980s.


Absolutely, as parents, we must help children reach their potential. But our expectations must be fair, reasonable and healthy, based on their individual strengths. They must be built around what they need, not what we want.


Our expectations should not be set by the standards of schools intent on boosting their reputations on league tables – or the economic goals of governments aiming to turn our offspring into foot soldiers to compete with economic rivals in the Far East with entirely different values.


As their first guardians, it’s up to parents to speak up about the effects this pressure is having on the commodities in this system: our children. It’s up to us to ask some other far-reaching questions that politicians, looking at economic forecasts, won’t be interested in.


Has competition actually been proven to make children do their best? Or because we live in a consumerist society, do we just assume it does? What lesson is the ‘every man for himself’ mentality giving the next generation? Does the world really need young people who view every other member of their peer group as a potential rival?


At a time when the world faces issues that demand global cooperation, such as climate change, over-population and economic collapse, are these really the values we need to be enshrining for the future?


* * *


This book will present the latest research from all over the world about how the competitive society is changing childhood. From Japan to China to Finland, it will look at how different approaches to achievement in those cultures have affected parents – and children too. It will examine how modern parents came to believe that life is a race and that they are almost solely responsible for the success of their child.


Taming the Tiger Parent grew out of my last book, in which I looked at the damage being done to children’s well-being by sexualisation. When Where Has My Little Girl Gone? was published in 2011, I was one of a number of voices starting to raise concerns about the effects of pornography on children’s mental health.


At first, such worries were dismissed by some as a prudish moral panic. But then the effects started to filter down to the behaviour of children. Now those who work with children say there is little doubt that porn has led to a distorted view of sex and a rise in sexual bullying, violence and expectation among the young.


This book arose out of the last because I believe that the pressures bearing down on our young people are just as great a threat to their mental health. Our children are in a vulnerable position because at the same time as we load so much on to them, we have starved them of the resources they need to stay strong. By depriving kids of the experiences that create resilience and emotional balance, our schools and homes have become fertile ground for our children to develop depression, anxiety, self-harming tendencies and eating disorders.


At the same time, we need to redefine pushy parenting – because it’s undeniable that children will do better if they are supported and encouraged to reach their potential. There is no doubt that involved, interested parents can make a huge difference to a child – as long as they respect that child’s individual strengths and talents.


But instead of being ringmasters cracking the whip to get our children to perform better, we need to reconsider our roles in this system. Instead of taking away the seats in this frantic game of musical chairs we make our children play, we need to offer our children more choice. Instead of turning our homes into hothouses, we need to turn them into havens.


As parents we must walk a difficult tightrope. How do we tread the line between supporting our children and stifling them? Where is the boundary between stretching them and stressing them?


This book is more than an analysis of what is going wrong for our children – it also offers practical solutions. In this sink-or-swim environment, it’s easy to assume that pushy parenting is the life-jacket required to keep our children’s heads above water. It can be painful too to know that what we have done out of love may also have caused harm. As parents it’s our natural instinct to protect, but sometimes we get too close – and care too much – to see the bigger picture.


Like a jab, the realisation of how you have been influenced may prick your conscience at first, as it did with mine. But by analysing the pressures on yourselves and your children, you will be inoculating your children against them.


The first part of the book analyses how we arrived at this state of affairs; the second looks at how it affects our children. The third part looks at how to put our children’s well-being first – and help them survive in a competitive world. It also looks at what to do if your child has already been damaged.


Please note that as far as possible I refer to tiger parents, not just tiger mothers. In my experience, helicopter parenting – or constantly hovering over every piece of schoolwork or extra-curricular activity – is not just the preserve of women. Until now, fathers have got off remarkably lightly. These days, both parents are actively involved in the push – and fathers are just as likely to be standing at the back of a violin concert, doing the air-bowing.


This book asks you to examine what you mean by being a successful parent. Should we judge ourselves on our ability to turn our offspring into high-achievers who gain entry to the top universities and get the best jobs in order to buy nice houses, holidays and expensive cars?


Or should we judge ourselves on the ability to guide our children towards becoming happy, ethical, compassionate people who like themselves and who value the world around them?


Of course, put like this, it’s a no-brainer. My question is why are we still raising children as if we don’t know the answer?





PART ONE


HOW TIGER PARENTING BECAME A GLOBAL FORCE


‘Up until the 1950s, we placed the needs of children ahead of the needs of parents, and children flourished. From the 50s on, we have put the needs of children and adolescents beneath the needs of adults and parents. The outcome is a lot of stress.’


Dr David Elkind, Emeritus Professor of Child Development


‘One from a mother whose child was in utero…she was convinced that her child was going to be gifted.’


Hal Curties, the vice-principal of a school for exceptional children, who receives a lot of early applications for places at his school





THE HISTORY OF PUSHY PARENTING


AROUND 100 YEARS AGO, an agony aunt by the name of Florence Stacpoole had some bracing advice for a mother who wanted to know how much time to spend entertaining her baby. ‘Babies under six months should never be played with,’ she replied briskly in her answer in Mother and Home magazine. ‘The less of it at any time, the better for the infant.’


‘Doctors say they are made nervous and irritable…’ she added, for good measure. ‘The brain grows almost as much during the first year as during the rest of the life. You can understand then why quiet is necessary for babies under a year old.’


This verbal bucket of cold water shows it’s not just agony aunt advice that has changed since 1915. Parenting trends have too. For tens of thousands of years, parents never gave a second thought to the development of their infants. The young in a community were left to learn through play and imitation of grown-ups.


So what happened in the intervening century to persuade us that far from leaving our children in peace, we need to stimulate them every waking moment – and that ninety-nine per cent of their success in life rests on the quality and quantity of this input?


True, there had been some sporadic attempts at pushiness before today’s tiger parenting trend took hold. Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart was famously fêted as a child genius when he was wheeled around the courts of Europe by his ambitious father Leopold at the age of seven in the 1760s. But a few years later when Johann, the father of Ludwig van Beethoven, attempted to create the same level of interest in his son, he failed and became a laughing stock.


For most of history, precocious children were viewed as oddities – like circus sideshow acts – and with some suspicion. The general view was that children arrived on the Earth as uncivilised savages and it was the job of adults to discipline the undesirable qualities out of them. If your child was not blessed with looks or intellect, that was judged to be ‘unfortunate’, but more down to the will of God than anything else.


There was the Jesuit phrase ‘Give me the child up to the age of seven and I will give you the man.’ But this was a reference to a child’s moral character, not his future earning power. If parents did have a role in shaping children, it wasn’t to push them. It was to punish. The adults in a family saw their main job as instilling self-restraint, good manners and citizenship. There was little quibbling about careers. Sons generally followed their fathers into their professions. Girls were trained by their mothers in whatever skills they needed.


Although it was John Locke, the seventeenth-century philosopher, who first came up with the idea of the child as a blank slate waiting to be written on, he also believed that children first needed to be taught a strong framework of moral values. Only then were they ready to learn addition and subtraction.


As the middle class emerged in Georgian England, parents were mainly concerned with teaching character and refinement, Mrs Bennet style, to make girls more marriageable. Too much education was considered a dangerous thing for women, in case it distracted them from the practical business of running a household.


Learning was seen to get in the way. Agony aunt letters of the time included complaints that husbands were less enchanted by their brides’ love of poetry, and more interested in whether the fires were lit and there was supper on the table. Women were tersely reminded that ‘Your first duty now is to your husband. No wife should have a soul above buttons (which means above sewing them on). Nor should she ignore the fact that man’s heart lies very near his stomach.’


At the same time infancy began to be cherished, particularly among the upper classes, who did not have to set their children to work. Thanks to the dewy-eyed portraits of Joshua Reynolds and Thomas Gainsborough, children started to be seen as distinct beings that parents could show off for their angelic beauty.


By the 1840s, the invention of the pram was allowing pigeon-chested mamas to parade their babies in public. Plenty of air and exercise were considered prerequisites for successfully raising a child. A rosy cheek or a chubby leg was more likely to be admired than early language skills. Most middle-class children were educated at home by governesses – and so there was rarely the chance for parents to compare their children. If a boy showed particular intellectual curiosity, a well-to-do family might send him off to boarding school to develop character.


At best, most ordinary working-class children might have attended Sunday school. In 1870, the Victorian government introduced weekday schooling for five- to ten-year-olds. But there was not universal enthusiasm for the idea. Child labour was one of the driving forces of the Industrial Revolution. Working-class youngsters were considered such valuable workers that many parents preferred to keep them out of school so they could continue to earn an income for the family.


Nor did classrooms seem very inviting propositions. Children who did not shine were shamed with dunce hats, beatings and banishment to cobwebbed corners. Failure to learn was seen as a fault of character as much as intellect – and often branded as laziness.


At the turn of the century, a new sort of book also began to hit the shelves. As populations were made up of fewer extended families and more, smaller self-contained units, bourgeois mothers sought advice in the form of child-rearing manuals. Mainly written by male doctors, one of the most influential was Feeding and Care of Baby by Frederic Truby King, published in 1913, which dictated the way women reared children right up until the Second World War. Still, the advice was to stay hands-off as much as possible. Children would gradually grow into themselves. An infant should be treated like ‘an independent puppy playing in the yard’. The idea of toys was scoffed at. Instead Truby King declared an infant’s ‘earliest play should be mainly with his first playmate – himself – his own feet’.


Like Stacpoole, Truby King advocated ‘quiet and peaceful surroundings’ for ‘the rapid growth of the brain’. The message was clear: babies should be fed and cared for and kept safe, but otherwise left to their own devices. But around the same time, there was the first official sighting of the pushy mother in the form of the classic ‘stage mother’. The rapid building of theatres and the music halls of the late Victorian period meant an explosion of roles for children.


Parents started to view their offspring’s singing and dancing talents as a lucrative source of income. In 1911 the world’s first stage school, the Italia Conti Academy, was established in London. One of the pupils was the young Noël Coward, whose withering indictment of mothers living out their dreams through their children was immortalised in his song ‘Don’t Put Your Daughter On The Stage, Mrs Worthington’. Indeed his own ambitious mother, Violet, had put Noël there at the age of twelve.


Gradually, the Victorian idea that children should be seen and not heard started to give way to a more novel view of the child as a sensitive, vulnerable soul. Far from having nothing to do with how their children’s personalities were formed, psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud ventured that almost the entire responsibility for children’s happiness lay at their parents’ feet.


Children began to be viewed more as a different species in their own right who thought and saw the world in an entirely different way. At first, studies of child psychology focused on disturbed or mentally ill children. But gradually even ordinary children came to be seen as fascinating, complicated creatures whose learning was worthy of academic study.


In previous centuries, as few as half of all children had been expected to reach adulthood. Now that advances in medicine meant that parents did not have to worry as much about their offspring’s physical health, adults started focusing on their mental well-being instead. They became invested in the idea of giving their children ‘happy childhoods’. Child-rearing began to be seen as more of a transaction. The more you put in as a parent, the better your child was likely to turn out.


Amid all this research, it was Swiss developmental psychologist Jean Piaget who made the most impact, with his theories on the basic stages of a child’s intellectual growth. According to his ideas, children could be viewed as ‘little scientists’, just as intelligent as adults in their own way.
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