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Using this book


In any book about childhood an author has to make some decisions about words and phrases. These are my choices for general terms.




•  Parent: anyone who takes the main family responsibility for children. Please assume the word always includes ‘and other family carers’.


•  Practitioner: anyone whose work brings them into face-to-face contact with children on a regular basis. If I want to refer to a specific profession that will be clear in the section.


•  Setting: any group provision, attended by children, when I am talking in general. Likewise, if specific kinds of provision are under discussion, that will be clear.





Opinions vary on how to refer to the blurred age boundaries on the way to adulthood. I have made the following decisions.




•  Early childhood: the period from birth to five years.


•  Middle childhood: the period from five to 12 years.





I take the usual responsibility for the content and approach of this book. If you disagree with my perspective, I hope that will stimulate reflection and discussion – for you as an individual practitioner and in your team if you have colleagues. The information on resources including websites was correct at the time of writing in 2011. Readers have the responsibility to follow up information, especially on those issues where I have touched the edge of a complex area of practice. If I have made actual errors, then please contact the publisher and mistakes will be corrected as soon as possible.




Chapter 1 Guiding behaviour – the big picture


Adults responsible for children need to be actively involved day by day, but they also need to be able and willing to reflect on what they do as the more mature partners in this relationship. This chapter explores the general themes that form the backdrop – the big picture – that surrounds how adults approach the practicalities of guiding the behaviour of the younger generation.


The main sections of this chapter are:




•  Raising the next generation


•  Key issues about guiding behaviour.





Raising the next generation


In my professional role I have focused on issues around guiding behaviour since the mid 1970s. Planning this book was a real opportunity to reflect on what has changed over those decades and what has not.


What is the main plot?


Part of an adult’s responsibility when raising the next generation is to focus on socialisation. Children learn from adults, in all their many different roles. Adults need to think, at least sometimes, about the main plot: using the first two decades of life to raise young people whom you will welcome alongside you as they reach adulthood. The focus of this book is on childhood but it is important never to forget that the crucial relationships and the learning journey continue into adolescence and young adulthood. The big picture is that children and adolescents are enabled to emerge as confident and competent grown-ups.
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What does it mean?


Socialisation: the process by which children learn the values, priorities and shared knowledge of their cultural and social group.
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During early childhood, young girls and boys learn ways of behaving that are shaped by their experiences. They are unique individuals and it soon becomes clear that they have their own temperament, which in turn influences how they react to circumstances. It is impossible to treat every child in the same way, because each child will react differently to very similar experiences and treatment by adults. The grown-ups have a responsibility to treat children with fairness and in an even-handed way.


The term ‘socialisation’ is often used with the positive overtones of supporting children to learn the habits of prosocial behaviour and the values that will support this pattern of choices. However, the process of socialisation is non-specific; in a social or cultural group that values aggression and disrespect children will learn what might, by a different group, be seen as antisocial behaviour patterns.




•  Socialisation can be an active process in which adults consciously guide and model particular values and choices.


•  Alternatively adults may be less aware, or blithely assume that learning only evolves when they have set out deliberately to teach, tell or show.





A key point is that children are active within their own socialisation. Learning does not switch off and on according to adult attention or deliberate actions: children are always learning from what happens to them. They are keen observers and they draw conclusions from what happens in their daily life – sometimes, from the adult perspective, with unexpected consequences.


Growing up in early 21st-century UK


Babies, children and adolescents today are no different from those of previous younger generations, but their social world has changed significantly over the last quarter of the 20th century. One visible change has been the huge growth of technology in everyday life, such that responsible adults need to address ground rules around the myriad possibilities of screen time: computers, hand-held devices and use of mobile phones.


Members of the younger generation are given contradictory messages about when and how they are ‘grown up’. Young children are regarded as legitimate targets for aggressive marketing of commercial products. Yet individuals well into adolescence are often still called ‘children’ and treated as needing high levels of adult protection and direction on other matters. Boys and girls not yet in adolescence can be held legally responsible for their criminal actions. Yet at the same age they may not be trusted to judge that a tree is safe to climb, nor to sort out interpersonal problems without a hovering adult.


A considerable number of adults within society are not directly involved with the younger generation, so are not mentioned in the rest of the book. So now is the time to emphasise that these people matter too. It is sometimes said that ‘it takes a village to raise a child’. This phrase is confidently quoted as being ‘an African proverb’. Apparently, there are a number of folk sayings from the African continent that promote the message that children are the responsibility of the community and not exclusively of their birth parents (see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/It_Takes_a_Village). Regardless of the exact origin of the phrase, the message of community involvement is valuable. The younger generation is everybody’s business at some level. Adults who make the legitimate choice not to have children of their own nevertheless need enough adults to create and raise the next generation. Everyone has the social responsibility to value fellow adults directly involved with children. Everyone needs to make some space for children, accepting that they need places to play and time to enjoy being children and then adolescents.


Griping about the younger generation appears to have as long a history as written accounts of societies around the world. Complaints have been found from ancient Rome, and Carl Honore (2008) describes the discovery of an Assyrian clay tablet, dated around 2800 BCE, which apparently moaned that children no longer obeyed their parents and the end of the world was definitely nigh. Any society should be judged by how the younger generation is treated. It is unacceptable adult behaviour to tolerate, even encourage, an atmosphere of social hostility towards older children and adolescents. In the UK it has become common to make discriminatory, public denouncements of an entire age group, using offensive terms like ‘yob’ and ‘feral’. The behaviour of a minority of the younger generation is antisocial, but no other group – ethnic, cultural or older age – is routinely demonised in this way. There is now a real danger of being criticised for wilfully lurking within the years of late childhood or adolescence and perpetrating the crime of standing in one place, talking with your friends and looking young.


Children like to play and adolescents continue to want and enjoy playful activities. However, for at least a decade the dominant political justification for play funding has been to show that providing services will reduce antisocial behaviour. Do you know of any example when adult leisure facilities have been required to prove a causal link to crime reduction? Generous play provision should be easily available as part of a happy childhood and visual evidence that the younger generation are welcome members of their local community (see reviews such as Fowler and Taylor, 2006 or Lester and Russell, 2008).


Key issues about guiding behaviour


A large number of adults are directly involved with children, either in a professional role or as parents and other family carers. All the principles of how you guide behaviour in a positive way apply to family as well as professional life.
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Be clear what you believe – your values


Values are beliefs that are seen as worthy of esteem for their own sake. Values have intrinsic worth to the individual or group who expresses them. In terms of how you aim to guide children’s behaviour, these values are expressed as moral principles. They are a statement about the basis of your ethical judgements and how you weigh up priorities when your line of action is not immediately clear.


Whether you use the actual phrase or not, an expressed value statement can always start with the words, ‘I believe it is right to…’ or ‘I believe it is wrong to…’. Fully considered values also have a sense of ‘because…’ and what follows may be a series of logical reasons. But the explanation is not always highly rational, nor is the logic necessarily acceptable to other adults who hold very different values.


For example, one statement in the behaviour policy of a nursery may be ‘We talk with children; we do not shout. The only justification for shouting is if a raised voice is the only way to ensure a child’s safety.’ The value underpinning the statement is ‘We believe it is wrong to shout at children as a regular form of communication.’ The follow-on reasoning is that such behaviour sets a bad example to children, especially if they are likely to be told not to shout. A related value may be that this team believes strongly that they should guide children through positive role modelling; they never expect behaviour from the children that the adults do not themselves show day by day. A related practical point is that if practitioners, during an exhausting ‘bad’ day, shout at children for no good reason, then they apologise.


Self-regulation is the goal


It is vital to recall the main plot: that children and adolescents emerge as confident and competent young people, able to take their adult role in their immediate social and cultural group and within broader society. That priority requires that they learn to guide their own behaviour: that they have been enabled, steadily, to learn self-regulation or self-discipline. Of course, it is crucial that you have realistic expectations of how children are likely to be able to guide themselves, especially in times of emotional stress. Yet the learning journey for self-regulation certainly starts within early childhood and can be well established over middle childhood.


Children need to be guided in their behaviour rather than ‘managed’. The emotional tone of the phrase ‘behaviour management’ risks setting the scene for impersonal approaches and a focus on techniques, rather than sustained relationships with children and adolescents. Furthermore, familiar adults will not always be there to intervene; children need to learn habits of prosocial behaviour that will last. If adults try to micro-manage behaviour then they are likely to create dependence on adult direction or specific reward for this behaviour.


Behaviour arises for a reason


It is sometimes hard to fathom the why behind the what. But friendly and effective guiding of young behaviour depends on adult willingness to acknowledge that there always is a reason. It may not make sense to you, it may not seem like a ‘good enough reason’, the reason may rest upon a misunderstanding or highlight other problems that need to be resolved.


Reasons are explanations, a possible light on the way out of the current impasse. They are not excuses or justifications for behaviour that hurts, disrupts or deeply troubles other people. Some girls and boys, even in middle childhood, really do not know why they behave as they do, or they struggle to put thoughts into spoken words. Sometimes they have never considered their own behaviour as something they could reflect on, talk about and then change. Sometimes they have learned there is no point in giving reasons because familiar adults so far have responded with yet more yelling.
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Pause for reflection


Asking ‘Why did you do that?’ is rarely a wise question – especially in the heat of the moment – and adults often do not have a coherent response to that question. But reflecting on different kinds of ‘whys’ can be useful. Chapter 2 offers different theoretical approaches to cause and effect for human behaviour. Here is an opportunity to speculate about the different ways in which people – adults and older children – might reflect on ‘I wonder why I do (or don’t do) that…’.
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Look at the following list of possibilities, think them over, and add any you like. Discuss with colleagues or fellow students what different kinds of explanations are raised by the choice of words.




•  It was the obvious way to behave – doesn’t everyone?


•  It felt like the right thing to do…or It would have felt wrong if I had…


•  When I was a child I was told ‘Courtesy costs nothing’ (or other sayings)


•  I don’t want to get into trouble…plus I’d be found out…


•  I know I shouldn’t…But I couldn’t help myself…


•  Everybody else was…or Lots of people do that…


•  Girls/boys don’t do that…or I’m not allowed to…


•  I don’t know what else to do when…


•  I had no choice…with S/he made me…


•  I feel better when…or I’d feel guilty if I…





Look at yourself


An acceptance that children learn from their earliest experiences leads, almost inevitably, to a focus on adult behaviour. What the grown-ups do matters; it is definitely one of the ingredients in the whole situation. Little progress will be made if most discussion about behaviour focuses on what children are doing or should not be doing. Adults are the older ones in an interaction and are supposed to be more mature. It is not acceptable for practitioners or parents to be reluctant to consider that how they react could be making a situation worse and maybe could have created an impasse in the first place.
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Make the connection with…your own memories


You will find it useful to remember your own childhood and adolescence – without inaccurate reworking. Your insights into what happened to you, and how it felt to experience different kinds of treatment by adults, can be valuable now that you are one of the grown-ups.




•  Recall how much it mattered, even when you knew you were in the wrong, that adults gave you the chance to save face or to make some kind of restitution.


•  Possibly you can recall how much you appreciated that space to manoeuvre. Now you can give that back through your adult behaviour.


•  If you recall being nagged over your behaviour, and criticised into a corner, then make a real effort not to do the same in your turn now.





Your perspective is different now that you have adult responsibilities. You may feel sure that you have good reasons for what you do – maybe also that it is unacceptable for children to question your behaviour now that you have joined the grown-ups. Recall how it feels when adults refuse to listen to your side, are manifestly unfair or blatantly disobey their own ground rules.
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Lead through positive relationships


Any sensible material for parents recognises that their role with their own children is, and should be, different from that of practitioners. It is a different kind of committed, emotional relationship. However, the key principles are consistent across professional involvement and the long-term relationship between parent and children. In an emotionally warm atmosphere, created by adults, children would rather have us pleased with them than annoyed.


Genuine support for guiding behaviour is respectful of individual children and adolescents.




•  It is important that they feel sure they are liked (or loved in family relationships) however they have behaved today.


•  Adults need to keep the child separate from their behaviour – positive as well as negative as far as adults view the situation.
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Behaviour ‘management’ policies frequently focus on behaviour in a disconnected way. The related practice can become impersonal, with a strong emphasis on sanctions. Such an approach disrupts the possibility of a relationship between adult and child – and this development is important in nurseries, schools, clubs and other settings. Belinda Hopkins (2008), writing about residential care but with total relevance to other kinds of provision, emphasises the shift of emphasis ‘from managing behaviour to focusing on building, nurturing and repairing relationships’ (page 2). She promotes the model of a ‘relationship management policy’, which regards any setting as a community in which all members have personal needs and responsibilities towards each other.


Be clear about what you want and be realistic


Children find it hard to work out what behaviour is expected of them when adults only, or mainly, pay attention when they observe children making the wrong choice. Adults themselves complain bitterly if they are expected to learn a new job or role by being criticised every time they make a mistake. A strong focus on wanted behaviour shows what you value and why you are guiding children in one direction rather than another.


Children’s ability to learn from experience is shaped by their age. It is up to adults to link what they want closely to realistic expectations of what very young children can understand. Adults also need to allow for the extent to which older children can guide their own behaviour, especially when emotions are running high.



Focus on learning – not labelling



A key theme throughout much of what is written to advise adults is that children learn ways of behaving. Another way of expressing this approach is that they develop habits of behaviour. Habits that have been learned can be unlearned – more easily if there is an alternative to put in their place. Good ideas and tips on guiding behaviour are most likely to take time to work – learning is rarely a matter of the quick fix.


Children are born with their own individual temperament, but that does not imply patterns of behaviour that are determined from the outset and cannot be changed. Children have a great capacity to learn positive ways of handling everyday life if adults actively help them. The unrealistic alternative to this view is that everyone is fixed in terms of temperament or personality and nobody can do anything about it.


Language matters because choice of words (spoken and written) gives a message about adult attitudes and priorities. I resist phrases like ‘aggressive children’ because that implies that aggression is an integral part of them as an individual. More accurately, adults are dealing with a child who reacts with aggression to specific situations or kinds of events. ‘Difficult children’ are struggling with relationships and events that are beyond their current ability to cope and their dilemma is sometimes worsened by ‘difficult adults’.


Some children have significant or chronic difficulties in handling social situations, like the playground, that their peers manage with much more ease. Some children react in an unkind or self-centred way to the ups and downs of daily life. But they will be disinclined to change their ways if the adult response is to label them as ‘an unkind child’ or someone who is ‘always so inconsiderate’. Approaches to guidance of behaviour need to be compatible with the main plot of raising a younger generation who are able to regulate their own actions. They will be unable to manage that task if they feel trapped in a label rather than confident to make choices.


Resources




•  Fowler, B. and Taylor, C. (2006) The benefits of play and playwork: best evidence-based research demonstrating the impact and benefits of play and playwork. London: SkillsActive, www.skillsactive.com



•  Honore, C. (2008) Under pressure: rescuing our children from the culture of hyper-parenting. London: Orion Books.


•  Hopkins, B. (2008) Restorative approaches in residential care, Highlight no 242. London: National Children’s Bureau, www.ncb.org.uk



•  Lester, S. and Russell, W. (2008) Play for a change. Play, policy and practice: a review of contemporary perspectives, summary and full report. www.playengland.org.uk/resources









Chapter 2 Theoretical explanations of behaviour



This chapter describes the main theoretical approaches that aim to explain human development. You will find a description of the key concepts, with a particular emphasis on what can be relevant to understanding and guiding behaviour. Each section suggests the potential benefits of each approach and its possible drawbacks.


The main sections of this chapter are:




•  Biological processes and maturation


•  Emotional development and behaviour


•  Behaviour as learned habits


•  Cognitive and moral development


•  Behaviour in social and cultural context.





Biological processes and maturation


Theorists who ground their ideas in biology argue that genetic programming and the internal workings of the brain are a powerful influence and should not be underestimated. They do not dismiss the impact of experience: of nurture as well as nature.


A focus on physical maturation


Arnold Gesell and his colleagues, working during the 1920s and 1930s, documented the fine details of changes during childhood. They believed that the sequence of development for babies and children was controlled by a common process of maturation, governed by the information in the genes. Gesell believed that the environment had a supportive role within child development, but that internal biological forces provided the more significant push towards change. A related idea was that certain kinds of behaviour, such as two-year-olds who collapsed into a tantrum, were usual events for that age group and so were phases that would pass. The maturational approach offered relief to parents, that they were not personally responsible for every troublesome aspect of their child’s behaviour. This stance was a contrast with the psychoanalytical approach (see page 14), prominent over the same decades, which focused more on what could go wrong.
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What does it mean?


Maturational theory: focus on a developmental sequence of changes, controlled by instructions in the genetic code shared by all children.


Developmental norms: statements about what a child is likely to be able to do or understand within a given age range.
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Biological maturation theories of development and behaviour went out of favour by the mid-20th century. One problem was that the maturational approach to ‘normal’ child development evolved within a Western and Eurocentric context.


The idea of a ‘universal child’ has been roundly criticised since the 1980s, led by social constructivist approaches (see page 28). The original, rigid approach to developmental norms failed to allow for much variety within a given culture, let alone cultural variations in child rearing. More flexible approaches have focused on the need for realistic expectations based on a sound knowledge of the understanding and likely abilities of children at different ages.


Potential benefits of this approach




•  Information about the normal range of behaviour has continued to offer potential reassurance to parents. Other people’s four-year-olds also make a six-act drama about bedtime. Their reactions are not evidence of disordered development and a future of antisocial behaviour.


•  Practitioners need to have realistic expectations: what is within ordinary developmental range and what is out of the ordinary. Without this basis, it is too easy to talk, or write, about ‘difficult’ or ‘challenging’ behaviour, when the actions of these individual children are unremarkable for their age.





Possible disadvantages




•  Saying ‘It’s just a phase’ does not offer practical advice about how to intervene positively over this time. Adults need to do more than grit their teeth through normal behaviour like toddlers’ discovery of the ‘No’ word.


•  There is also a risk from blithe developmental labelling, like ‘the terrible twos’. Practitioners and parents may believe that such problems are inevitable, and so refuse to accept that their behaviour is worsening the situation.





Understanding brain development


The human brain is biologically designed to adapt to experience. Compared with other mammals, a considerably larger proportion of our brain is not wholly committed to certain experiences or skills. This flexible capacity enables us to develop complex psychological and thinking functions such as voluntary remembering, reasoning and language. These connections enable older children to reflect, at least to an extent, on their choices in behaviour and to talk about options and strategies, along with problem solving, with supportive adults.
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The years of early childhood are a crucial time for laying down neural networks – especially for emotional security, an enthusiasm for language and secure physical skills. However, the human brain is far from mature by four to five years of age. Children at the edge of middle childhood should not be expected to anticipate the consequences of their behaviour in a detailed way. Young children, especially very young children, have real limits to how much they can regulate their own behaviour. Nor is it realistic to expect them to talk much about their reasons for what they have done, or not done. Young children have some ability to understand the feelings and perspectives of other people, but only when linked meaningfully with actual experiences.


At around four years of age a spurt in brain development is associated with a new level of fluency for children in spoken language. Over middle childhood, with appropriate adult support, children become more able to talk about and think around choices in behaviour. At around 10–12 years of age the frontal lobes of the cerebral cortex take a leap in maturity. The results can be seen as these older children become more adept at planning ahead, working logically and organising their memory skills. The scope of this book focuses on 0–11 years. However, at this point it is useful to mention what happens next, as the story of development moves from childhood into the adolescent years.


From early to mid adolescence, there is a sustained burst of energy in areas of the brain that deal with abstract thinking. Adolescents are increasingly more able to analyse possibilities and bring together separate experiences and sources of information. Bear in mind, however, that the adolescent brain is working with experiences so far; the personal lessons from early and middle childhood will shape possibilities. Also, the cognitive skills of older children and adolescents are often brought to bear on adults whose pronouncements are inconsistent or whose behaviour is unjust.


During adolescence the human brain is working hard to integrate those areas that deal primarily with emotions and those which are more concerned with the thinking skills. Adolescent brains are working hard to connect different functions concerned with self-control, emotional judgement, skills of organisation and planning. Bursts of brain activity, bringing more integration between feeling and reasoning, seem to be one explanation for sudden mood swings and apparently irrational choices. Some adolescents manage to be ‘sensible’ for a lot of the time but the logical–emotional seesaw is still a real struggle.


Development of the human brain is not fully complete within adolescence. The refining of the frontal lobes of the cerebral cortex in the brain continues from around 17 years of age until about the mid 20s. This part of the brain, which controls the ability to use logical thinking and build that skill into planning ahead, is not usually fully mature until early adulthood. Mature adult brains continue to react to experience and create neural linkages. Otherwise, it would be impossible to learn in adulthood and continued professional development (which this book aims to support) would be a hopeless cause.


Potential benefits of this approach




•  An understanding of research into the brain highlights a balanced approach between nature and nurture. Experience makes a difference, but adults need realistic expectations for how children (and adolescents) can guide their own behaviour and reflect on choices.


•  There is significant support for the importance of early childhood, including experiences that affect emotional development. An understanding of the further burst of brain activity during adolescence can help adults to pick up the pieces with young people who agree that what they did was ‘really stupid’.





Possible disadvantages




•  There is still a great deal we do not know or fully understand about how the human brain works. Some applications of the research are inappropriately confident about ‘what we know’, ‘left brain–right brain’ and the behaviour of ‘most’ boys and girls.


•  Commercial interests are keen to exploit the possibilities of ‘the brain research says…’ in order to sell products and services. It is possible to challenge these misrepresentations and false claims without abandoning valuable insights from the research.






Emotional development and behaviour



Psychoanalytic theory


Sigmund Freud shared common ground with theorists rooted in biology because he believed that basic biological drives underpinned human behaviour. However, Freud changed direction once he became convinced that energy from the libido, an unconscious sexual drive, was the key force behind most human behaviour. He developed a stage theory of early development which depends on his assertion that the libido exerts impact in the part of a child’s body that is most sensitive at a given age.


Freudian theory places great significance on the early years of childhood, since the basics of adult personality are determined by five years of age. Negative events within those crucial years will leave unresolved emotional conflict with which adults continue to struggle. A related aspect of Freudian theory views a great deal of behaviour (from adults as well as children) as driven by unresolved conflicts and anxieties. The details of actions are determined by the relative balance between the id (raw emotional demands and needs), the ego (conscious self) and the superego (the demands of society, which operate as a conscience).
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What does it mean?


Psychoanalytic theory: a school of thought focusing on the impact of early childhood and unconscious thoughts. The movement started with the ideas of Sigmund Freud, so theorists are sometimes called Freudian, or more recently neo-Freudian.


Stage theory: an approach to explaining child development (not exclusive to the psychoanalytic approach) proposing that all children, and possibly also adolescents, pass in order through the same basic stages.
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Anna Freud developed her father’s theoretical concept that people cope with anxiety through a range of psychological defence mechanisms. This self-protection operates at different levels from conscious choice, through much reduced mental awareness to a well-buried unconscious process. In broad terms the defence mechanisms operate in the following ways.




•  An unhappy experience or uncomfortable dilemma is pushed to the back of your mind.
This process may be largely conscious (suppression) and you are aware that feelings have been put on hold, the problem will need to be faced later. However, very strong emotions or the memory of distressing events may be swept into a remote corner of the mind (repression). The feeling may scarcely rise to conscious awareness but can nevertheless influence the person’s behaviour. Problems and the related anxiety may also be handled by refusal to accept that a distressing event happened or that it affected you in this way (denial).


•  Strong feelings are redirected away from the original source.
Frustrations are directed at a less threatening or more accessible target, even someone not involved in the actual event (displacement). Anxiety about your own impulses is resolved by attributing the feeling to the other person (projection). Perhaps you convince yourself that someone you dislike (but feel you should not) actually dislikes you, so deserves your reaction. Strong impulses are released in an acceptable way (sublimation): anger may be released through physical activity. You take up the opposite impulse from that which is genuinely felt (reaction formation): you behave in a very friendly way to someone you actually dislike or fear.


•  Anxiety is reduced by stepping aside from the emotional content of the current problem.
You focus on the intellectual issues of a distressing situation and ignore the emotional dimension (intellectualisation). A logical explanation reduces the emotional discomfort (rationalisation): you claim you did not really want this success, or that failure is from circumstances outside your control.


•  Problems are made more bearable by behaving at a less mature level.
Individuals go back to an earlier developmental stage (regression): behaving like a younger child, a child rather than an adolescent, or an adolescent rather than a mature adult.





The psychoanalytic approach is that defence mechanisms can be adaptive, enabling older children, adolescents and adults to reduce anxiety to a manageable level. A great deal depends on individual awareness of what they are doing and willingness to use conscious strategies as a short-term coping tactic. Problems arise for the individuals, and those around them, when the original problem or hard-to-manage emotion is not addressed in any constructive way. Other problems may follow as a direct consequence of the coping strategy, such that other people’s emotional well being is under threat. (See the example about attachment in day care on page 39.) Serious problems, including mental health issues, arise when the coping defence mechanisms depend on a significant distortion of reality through interpretation of events, other people’s behaviour and their alleged feelings and motivations.


The Adlerian approach


Alfred Adler broke professional ranks with the Freudians to develop a theoretical framework of individual psychology that emphasised the struggle against feelings of inferiority and increasingly explored children’s life within their family and the impact of birth order. The Adlerian approach proposes that children’s behaviour is shaped by their interpretations of social interactions. Their beliefs about themselves affect a sense of self-worth, which in turn influences their ability to relate to others. Adler’s theoretical concepts have much in common with systems theory (page 25).
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Rudolf Dreikurs developed Adler’s ideas to bring together emotions and behaviour, the importance of encouragement and using consequences rather than punishment (page 176). His practical approach to guiding children’s behaviour has provided the underpinning concepts for some parenting programmes. A key idea has been that adults can guide children’s outlook and behaviour in a more positive manner once they recognise the purpose behind the child’s behaviour. Dreikurs also developed these ideas for application in schools: the adult role as teacher and the specific situation of classroom behaviour (page 69).


Potential benefits of this kind of approach




•  The striking contribution of psychoanalytic theory was to highlight unconscious feelings and thoughts; everything is not described by what we observe on the surface. Adlerian concepts explore feelings and purposes in behaviour, so that encouragement of active choices is more feasible.


•  A focus on the importance of early childhood directs practitioners and parents to ensure that children’s experiences are positive during those years and embedded in strong relationships.





Possible disadvantages




•  The Freudian view can imply a depressing view of family life as a minefield of inevitable problems. The concept of infantile sexuality sets a regrettable precedent that children’s need for physical intimacy has sexual overtones.


•  There is a risk of over-analysing feelings and behaviour. Defence mechanisms must not be treated as closed conceptual systems. Denial is not always a protective device; sometimes ‘That didn’t happen’ is a statement of fact.





Behaviour as learned habits


Behaviourism, or learning theory, developed in the first quarter of the 20th century and was the alternative to Freudian theory. The behaviourists focused on what children, or adults, learned through the details of experience and the consequences of specific ways of behaving. Like the psychoanalytical tradition, behaviourism has evolved over the decades into different theoretical strands.
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What does it mean?


Behaviourism or learning theory: an approach to explaining human actions that focuses on visible behaviour and the circumstances that can be deliberately altered in order to change that behaviour.
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Learning through conditioning



Behaviourism started with research into animal behaviour. Ivan Pavlov studied the digestion of animals and found that he could train them to salivate at the sound of a bell, when that event preceded the appearance of food. He called the process ‘classical conditioning’ and extended the idea to explain human psychiatric problems. Classical conditioning occurs when a new signal or stimulus reliably evokes an existing behavioural response. John Watson applied the idea to children’s behaviour and, with Rosalie Rayner, used the techniques of classical conditioning to make nine-month-old Little Albert scared of a white rat.


Albert was happy to play with a series of animals until the researchers hit a steel bar with a hammer right behind him (unconditioned stimulus) just as he reached for the rat (conditioned stimulus). Albert was immediately distressed by the loud noise (unconditioned response). It took no more than a few repeats of this noise associated with the sight of the rat and the baby began to panic as soon as the rat appeared (conditioned response). Later his fear spread to other white fuzzy objects. Watson and Rayner were challenged at the time because of inconsistencies in their written reports and they provided no evidence of their claims that learned habits of fear could be unlearned. The ethics of the study did not seem to worry their contemporaries in the 1920s. John Watson continued to promote emotion-free childcare and no-nonsense behavioural training in advice books for parents.


Supporters of learning theory struggled to explain human behaviour exclusively through classical conditioning. B.F. Skinner developed his ideas from the 1930s, drawing from both Pavlov and Watson. Starting with animal studies, Skinner extended the behaviourist approach to encompass a process that was known as either ‘instrumental’ or ‘operant’ conditioning. Edward Thorndike had proposed a theory around ‘instrumental learning’, dependent on the effect of different behavioural options. The term operant became the more usual word and flags up that the specific learned response enables individuals to operate more effectively on their environment to bring about wanted changes.


Operant conditioning is a process that links a new response to an existing stimulus, whereas classical conditioning links an existing response to a new stimulus. In contrast with classical conditioning, operant conditioning involves a deliberate action as response to direct experience. Skinner managed to train birds and animals to perform complex actions, including getting pigeons to play a kind of table tennis. He applied the ideas to human behaviour and emphasised a carefully planned approach to reinforcement. Skinner developed programmed learning by teaching machines, which supported children or adults to learn at their own pace and rewarded correct responses.


The basic principles of behaviourism became:




•  Human behaviour is strengthened by reinforcement. Positive reinforcement is the direct experience of something pleasant and might be tangible rewards but could also be verbal praise. Negative reinforcement is the removal of something unpleasant or unwanted from the situation.


•  Behaviour that is reinforced on a partial schedule is stronger, more resistant to stopping altogether, than behaviour that has been reinforced every time.


•  Punishment is the removal of something pleasant from the situation or the addition of something unpleasant. Apart from ethical issues about some punitive options, punishment is generally an unreliable way to shape human behaviour and can have unpredictable effects, even with rats.


•  Extinction is the permanent removal of a pattern of behaviour. Specific actions no longer occur because the behaviour is never reinforced, positively or negatively. The fade-away takes longer with a pattern of partial reinforcement.





Social learning theory


By the 1960s behaviourists interested in children’s behaviour wished to get beyond the limitations of classical and operant conditioning. Albert Bandura found the theory inadequate to explain aggressive behaviour patterns in the adolescents he was studying. Bandura believed that human learning did not always require the kind of direct and visible reinforcement described in operant conditioning. In a nutshell, the approach was a direct challenge to a view that humans were rats or pigeons who just happened to talk.


Bandura noted that a powerful predictor of children’s behaviour was what they could directly observe of other children’s or adults’ behaviour. Bandura added the significance of personal feelings of reinforcement and the link between thinking and observational learning. Bandura’s approach of social learning theory used the foundations of behaviourist understanding of reinforcement. However, the theory acknowledged the greater complexity of human thought and behaviour. The actions of children and adolescents were explained through a continued interaction between the messages of their environment, existing patterns of behaviour and psychological processes.


Bandura built on the basic propositions from behaviourist theory to add the social learning dimension and a more sophisticated view of cause and effect. He described that children and adolescents:




•  are influenced by patterns of reward and punishment that they observe happening to other children


•  learn new behaviours through the process of modelling: adults showing through their behaviour what is wanted


•  do not learn only actual behaviours; they also learn ideas, expectations and develop internal standards


•  can learn to make active choices and self-regulate their behaviour.





Bandura proposed that learning through observation is an active process and affected by cognitive and emotional development. The end result depends on:




•  the exact focus of children’s attention and what they are able to remember


•  what children can physically copy, given their skills at the time


•  what they are motivated to imitate: children are far less likely to copy an adult whom they dislike, unless it is in mockery


•  how children develop abstract ideas from observational learning: working out what is admired or disliked behaviour, developing attitudes and a sense of their own worth.





By the 1980s Bandura referred to his approach as social cognitive theory. Bandura’s ideas are a reminder that theories of practical relevance to guiding children’s behaviour are often a blend of different approaches. Albert Bandura’s fully developed theory has much more in common with the cognitive-developmental theories than with behaviourism.
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What does it mean?


Social learning theory: a development of behaviourism recognising that human actions are shaped by feelings, direct observation and thinking about experiences.


Modelling: learning through imitation of someone else – another child or an adult – whose actions are then copied. This term is also used to mean deliberate actions to provide a model for someone else to imitate.
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Potential benefits of this kind of approach




•  Attention is focused on what is actually happening, not guesses about feelings and possible intentions. Practitioners and parents observe visible actions and are able to see when behaviour changes.


•  The social learning approach addresses many of the problems of earlier behaviourism. The focus on observational learning and imitation highlights that adults should set a good example through their own behaviour.





Possible disadvantages




•  A focus on basic tenets of behaviourism, without social learning theory, runs the risk of a mechanistic, impersonal system. Adults may overlook the importance of a warm relationship or how children actually experience what is believed to operate as a reward or sanction.


•  Efficiency should not exist without principles and adult responsibility. Just because an approach works to change unwanted behaviour, it does not mean that it is ethically right to follow that line of action.





Cognitive and moral development


Theories about children’s cognitive development often have only limited application to how they behave in a more general way.




•  Thinking and communication have an impact on behaviour and Albert Bandura brought them together, approaching from the behaviour side.


•  Judy Dunn (1993) brought together the emotional and cognitive aspects by focusing on the behaviour of young children within their ordinary family life. She focused on how much even young children understood of the ground rules at home and the subtle dynamics at work in play between siblings.


•  The ability to talk, listen, express thoughts and to reason is the foundation of helping children learn social and problem-solving skills linked with behaviour (page 106).


•  However, the most direct link into behaviour from theories of cognitive development is the work of Lawrence Kohlberg who studied the moral reasoning of children and adolescents.
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What does it mean?


Cognitive theories of development: approaches that focus on the intellectual aspects of child and adolescent development – thinking but also often language.


Moral reasoning: using the skills of thinking and talking to explain or justify taking a given action, or making one choice over another.
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Moral reasoning for behaviour


Lawrence Kohlberg built on Jean Piaget’s stage theory approach to cognitive development in order to reach a theoretical model for moral development. Kohlberg undertook research into how children of different ages resolved a series of hypothetical problem situations. Story dilemmas provided a narrative which laid out ‘what if’ problems from tough choices arising when the person in the story was pulled between two views of what was right. Kohlberg’s stages depended not so much on the choice that children or adolescents made, but the reasoning that underpinned their choice. Children and adolescents had to give their view on and explanation of the right choice when, for instance, a husband (Heinz) has tried every way he can think to obtain a drug for his terminally ill wife and finally in desperation breaks into the pharmacy and steals the medicine.


Lawrence Kohlberg proposed three levels of moral development, with two stages in each. He undertook a range of studies, followed by other researchers interested in this approach to moral reasoning and behaviour.


Level one: preconventional morality




•  Stage 1: punishment and obedience orientation. Children decide something is wrong if it is punished. They value obedience but follow adult rules because the adults have power. At this stage children have difficulty in recognising that the perspective of other people can be very different from their own.
Children need communication skills that enable them to voice their views on the story dilemmas, so the levels cannot be explored with young children. From about five years of age through to seven to eight years, children’s thinking operates within the first stage of this level. Children tend to say that Heinz should not steal the medicine because he will be put in jail.


•  Stage 2: instrumental morality. Children follow rules when it is in their immediate interest. Other people are recognised to have interests too and fairness is a matter of equal exchange. There is a growing awareness that different interests may come into conflict – so maybe the right thing to do will be relative to the situation.
Over the second half of middle childhood, up to about 10–11 years of age, children reasoned less on the basis that an action was wrong and you would get into serious trouble. Now children were more likely to argue that Heinz should steal the medicine, because some day he might be seriously ill and he would want somebody to take this action for him.





Level two: conventional morality




•  Stage 3: mutual expectations within relationships. Children view ‘being good’ as worthwhile for its own sake, because it pleases other people who matter. They stress the importance of living up to the expectations of significant relationships such as family or friends.
Kohlberg found that older children moved into this way of reasoning, based on valuing the loyalty of friendships and the importance of mutual trust in relationships. Children sometimes based their reasons on an overarching rule such as treating other people how you would like to be treated. In the story, Heinz’s love of his sick wife overrules the social prohibition against theft.


•  Stage 4: social system and conscience. This way of moral reasoning is sometimes called the ‘law and order’ stage because it moves on from relationships between familiar people and the known social group. The source of morality stretches into a broader social context, including the laws of a given society and the goal of maintaining a harmonious social order for everyone.
This kind of reasoning emerges over the years of adolescence. However, stage 3 reasoning continues to be important and can still dominate arguments around moral questions into early adulthood. Kohlberg and others using similar research methods found that many adults did not go beyond stage 4.





Level three: principled or post-conventional morality




•  Stage 5: the social contract. This way of reasoning argues that people hold different values and opinions. However, there is a sense of obligation to the law, because it forms a social contract that overall works for the general good. Rules may not be seen as absolute, but moral behaviour takes account of the good of the many and not only individual wants.


•  Stage 6: universal ethical principles. Individuals have developed a personal system of moral principles that guide their actions.
Kohlberg and others concluded that this level was not reached until adulthood, if at all for many individuals. Moral reasoning that enters level three takes another step shift over how dilemmas are argued through and resolved. Respect for the law is seasoned with recognition that sometimes legal requirements clash with moral principles, and perhaps laws need to be changed. Stage 6 is reached if moral judgements are made on the basis of ethical principles that the individual truly believes are more important than the rules of any society.





Some writers have disagreed with Lawrence Kohlberg’s system and the implicit values that underlie the hierarchy of stages. Carol Gilligan (1982) challenged the claim that justice and fairness were key features of mature moral reasoning. Gilligan argued that an equally valid basis emerged from an orientation of caring or of connectedness. She predicted that girls were more likely to be socialised towards a care orientation and boys towards the justice perspective. Some research found small sex differences in the direction that Gilligan proposed, but only for adults’ moral reasoning. Other studies found that some males were as strong on care-oriented reasoning as females.


At first sight, Kohlberg’s approach seems to contradict the observation that young children can behave in a prosocial way that allows for the feelings and needs of others. This apparent contradiction is a useful reminder that the story dilemma method asks children to think and explain in a hypothetical ‘what if’ model. The research was also, appropriately, with children from middle childhood, not within early childhood. Nancy Eisenberg (1992) looked at how children explained considerate behaviour by giving them hypothetical dilemmas in which there was a clash between self-interest and helping someone else. Younger children (under-fives) might choose the prosocial (helping) option, as did the older children, but their reasoning was different. The younger ones were more likely to help – or choose not to help – for reasons of self-interest, summed up as ‘If I help her now, she might help me another time.’ This orientation shifted to a focus on the other person’s needs, that ‘He’ll feel better if I helped.’ Adolescents, not children, were the ones who might reason on the basis of general principles: ‘It’s a good idea to help’ or ‘Society is better if people help each other.’


Potential benefits of this kind of approach




•  The approach reminds adults to focus on guiding the behaviour of younger children, without demanding a mature level of understanding about why they should act this way. Children cannot move towards moral reasoning based on social rules, unless they have positive experiences of how ground rules work. Adults need to grasp how children’s cognitive skills may appear to be set against adult authority. By middle childhood, their choices in actual dilemmas may not be the preferred adult option. Loyalty to friends may be a more important rule than being truthful to adults. Thoughtful and articulate adolescents may argue you into a moral corner.





Possible disadvantages




•  Everyone has to remember that what children or adolescents (and adults) say they would do, or not do, in a hypothetical situation is not a reliable prediction of how they actually behave when faced with this dilemma in real life.


•  Lawrence Kohlberg claimed that his stages were universal and research has not supported that this approach applies to all cultures. There is also a value disagreement over whether the final level is an ‘advanced’ or socially welcome way of moral reasoning.





Behaviour in social and cultural context


Another broad group of theorists have approached development and behaviour from the perspective of trying to place the key issues within a social context.


An ecological approach


Urie Bronfenbrenner (1979) studied the relevance of children’s social environment through his approach of the ecology of human development. Instead of treating the social environment as a single whole, Bronfenbrenner described the different aspects that influenced children in more and less direct ways. He developed a model which is presented visually as a series of layers, or a pattern of concentric circles. The innermost circle is that part of the environment that creates the daily life of children and adults, determining their direct, personal interactions. Then the series of circles moves further away from the individual experience and towards broader social factors. Some people prefer the visual image of a set of nesting dolls. Urie Bronfenbrenner was interested in development as a whole; I have applied the theory here to behaviour.
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The innermost circle is the microsystem, which encompasses children’s immediate personal environment. This includes their family, peers and friends. It also includes settings of which children have personal experience like their early years setting, school or after-school club.
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