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Foreword by Dame Jacqueline Wilson

I seem to specialise in writing about bright and challenging children. I chuckled at the definition of such children in this calm and comforting book: ‘a bright and challenging child is smart, sassy and sparky mixed with just a hint of precociousness. At best they have an unshakeable self-belief - at worst a touch of arrogance.’ Well, that’s Tracy Beaker summed up in a nutshell. It’s great fun writing about a child as bratty and bumptious as my fictional Tracy, but it’s much harder dealing with a real bright and challenging child, on the go and showing off from the moment they bounce out of bed. Though they have many lovable traits and may grow into interesting and high-achieving talented adults, they can be a total pain to their siblings and a source of enormous anxiety and frustration to their parents. Teachers too find it a real strain coping with such children who are determined to dominate in the classroom.

It’s easy enough for older, traditional adults to mutter, ‘What that child needs is a good slapping.’ We’ve moved on from the sparing the rod, spoiling the child days - and besides, conventional old-fashioned punishment is seldom if ever effective when it comes to bright attention-seeking children. However, we need to give our children sensible guidance as well as unconditional love. We need to set firm boundaries - and stick to them!

Gill Hines and Alison Baverstock have written a wise  and compassionate guidebook to parenting, with many practical suggestions. Their understanding and sensible advice should help us learn how to deal happily and successfully with all children, not just those who are bright and challenging.




Introduction

Does the world really need a book on how to parent bright and challenging children? After all, surely ‘bright’ and ‘challenging’ are the two things we want our children to be: sparky enough to take advantage of all the opportunities life throws at them, and not willing to be put off course by someone telling them that what they want is not possible, for a variety of reasons - or maybe for no reason at all, other than that they were not able to do it ‘when I was your age’.

Most parents bring to the raising of their own families the issues that bothered them when they were children themselves. So if you were told as a child that ‘because I said so’ was a good enough reason for not doing something, you may want your own children to think for themselves, not just take what others say at face value.

A few years down the line, however, you may find you have children who have adopted this principle a little too strongly for your liking, who argue the toss about everything, engage with adults on an equal basis and - you fear - are inconsiderate and intolerant members of society. And, what is more, you may suspect that they are not themselves particularly happy.

That’s where this book comes in. We take the positive traits, of which bright and challenging children have so many, and look at how to develop them in context - within  their relationship with you, their family and wider society - so that they develop into well-adjusted, responsible and thoughtful adults. It is our hope that happier and more fulfilling relationships will result, for everyone.




Who this book is for 

This book is for the parents, carers and teachers of children aged eight to twelve.

Parents are always asking us for help and support with their teenagers. The problems are fairly predictable - staying out late, communication, bad language and so on - and while we can offer advice and suggestions, the truth is that it is often too late to change things entirely; it becomes a matter of managing rather than undoing the situation.

Parenting teenagers begins at the age of eight. That is when they are no longer small children who think their parents and teachers are infallible and know all there is to know about life. It is also about the age at which children start to develop their own private and individual life. We’re not suggesting that their personality, behaviour, tastes and character traits are fully formed at this age, but their independence from the adults around them in terms of both thought and action is growing daily.

Parents and educators alike share a common goal in seeking to help children to become self-actualised and well-socialised adults. This book is about that ‘in-between’ time, when they are no longer small children who can be moulded, nor yet set in patterns of behaviour that might challenge the status quo in the family.

Anyone with experience of teenagers knows that many of those who are exceptional in some way find life harder than their peers. This book is about helping these children to  develop as independent young people who are not going to find themselves ostracised, victimised or disliked by those around them (with all the inherent dangers that such social isolation can lead to), while still retaining their special spark.

This book is also for anyone who has contact with this age group, whether living with them, supporting or working with them. As an example of this in practice, Gill recently ran a workshop in which a grandmother and a foster carer took part, and which both found very helpful. In short, anyone who spends time with a child or children aged eight to twelve will find this book useful.




Who we are and why we’ve written this book 


Gill Hines 

This book is based on the workshops I run in schools; the original workshop was run at the request of Elaine England (Head Teacher at Sheen Mount Primary School in Richmond), who, as an educator, was becoming increasingly concerned about the number of headstrong children coming through the school and with the many parents who sought her out to ask advice. It was Elaine who coined the phrase ‘bright and challenging’ and set the wheels in motion.

For many years I have run successful workshops for parents, young people and children, as well as for the professionals who work with them. As a respected trainer, I have worked with diverse groups in the UK and in Europe, but my area of specialism remains parents and children.

My workshops are offered usually in schools. They are organised by school staff, local-authority representatives or parent associations and are generally offered free of charge  to participants. The workshops follow similar formats and provide parents with the opportunity to explore issues with other parents in a friendly and fun way. Some of the exercises I use in the workshops and some of the handouts I give to parents are included in this book. Most workshops have a maximum of thirty participants and a minimum of six, so they are small enough to enable everyone to feel comfortable, but big enough for participants to remain anonymous should they wish to be so.

Among the hugely enthusiastic reviews posted on Amazon for our last book, Whatever! A Down-to-earth Guide to Parenting Teenagers, was a comment that it was unacceptable for someone who was not a parent to teach classes in parenting. We agree. There is a world of difference between telling other people how to parent their children and giving parents a forum in which to explore and discuss parenting issues together, and that is what I do so successfully.

In an average week I run between two and five workshops, and over the last ten years over 98 per cent of participants have graded them ‘Good’ or ‘Excellent’.

When approached by Elaine, I jumped at the chance to work with a group of parents on the topic, and the first Bright and Challenging Child programme was run over six weeks in partnership with Mandy Morris, the Inclusions Manager at the school. This has been modified and repeated several times since, in a range of different venues and settings.

This book has grown out of my work with parents who have taken part in the programme and I’m delighted to share what I have learnt here in this book.


Alison Baverstock 

I am a former publisher who now writes and teaches at Kingston University. I write mostly about writing and how to get published, although I have also written widely for the national press on a variety of issues. A mother of four, I first met Gill through attending some of her workshops, and was immediately impressed by her down-to-earth common sense (which I came to see, is not that common). We first formed a writing partnership to produce Whatever! A Down-to-earth Guide to Parenting Teenagers (published in 2005 and reprinted many times since) and I was delighted to be asked to work with her again on this new project.

For me the process has been both enlightening and uplifting. I have come to realise that there is an element of the ‘bright and challenging’ in all of us, and thinking about how we manage that - and could perhaps have managed it better in the past - has been at times a painful process. Along the way I have explored many new techniques, had renewed confidence to put others into practice, and seen measurable benefits result.

The bottom line is that we are all acutely aware of the selfish acts of others as they impact on us - from the person on their mobile phone on the early morning train, having a loud conversation when everyone else is half asleep, to the driver who cuts you up on the motorway. But if, in addition to spotting what irritates us as adults, we are attuned to identifying similar behaviour in both ourselves and our children - and try to think about how it both impacts on others and could be better managed in future - we are likely to live in a world that works better for all.




Is giving a child a label really going to help? 

Children are individuals with distinct and complex personalities and many people may feel that applying a label is unhelpful. We are certainly not suggesting we call bright and challenging children that to their face - or even to other parents. It is not a widely used term, but simply an easy way to describe a set of traits or behaviours which you may be able to recognise and identify in your children and which we, and many others, believe is on the increase.




How to use this book 

The feedback from our first book Whatever! has told us that readers appreciated its interactive nature, and that they enjoyed being able to dip into it for guidance on a particular issue, then return for a more in-depth read later.

With this in mind, we have again included a question and answer section in each chapter for quick reference, as well as top tips for some of the simple-to-use techniques that can be really helpful on a day-to-day basis. ‘Chapter snapshots’ provide an overview of what is to follow within each chapter. You’ll also find some ‘reflection exercises’ to help you challenge any negative thoughts or creeping doubts you have about yourself as a parent.

Overall, we aim to support and encourage you to help your children be happier and safer as they grow.

 



Gill Hines and Alison Baverstock 
March 2009
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THE BASICS

What Is a ‘Bright and Challenging Child’?


CHAPTER SNAPSHOT

This chapter will help you to understand what we mean by the term ‘bright and challenging child’ (or B&C child for short) and the typical behavioural and personality traits that this might encompass. It will also make it easier for you to recognise some of the reasons why your child might develop these traits, so you can work with them where needed in order to channel their energies in a more positive direction. This way they won’t face additional difficulties as they approach their teenage years. This chapter will also give you an idea of the issues that the book as a whole is discussing, as well as the tools you will need to identify those which are of importance to you and your child.






Spotting the ‘bright and challenging’ child 

A bright and challenging child is smart, sassy and sparky, with just a hint of precociousness. At best, they have an unshakeable self-belief; at worst, a touch of arrogance.

While they do have many positive qualities, and will  probably be very successful in their chosen paths in life, bright and challenging children can be both difficult to parent and exhausting to teach, due to their confident belief that they are cleverer and more capable than the rest of us. And although this is, in some cases, undoubtedly true, they are at risk because - as much as they don’t want to admit it - they don’t understand the world we live in, the nuances of human nature or the dangers of modern life anywhere near as well as we older and wiser folk do.

It is for this very reason that these children can be hard to parent. You know best about many things, but your child won’t accept guidance, advice or restrictions from you, unless you can prove them wrong. And, as they are hardly ever wrong in their own eyes, this is an arduous task and an endless, thankless battle.

No wonder then that many parents of B&C children eventually let them go their own way with fingers crossed and fear in their hearts, far sooner than less headstrong siblings would be encouraged to do. This may mean that they lose their way or even enter into risky behaviours as they go all out to prove that they are the pack leaders who push back the boundaries from a young age. It is not uncommon to hear of such children going all-night clubbing as young as thirteen or fourteen, or taking an unsupervised holiday with friends at fourteen or fifteen. They often choose to be with older young people too, so may be more likely than others to get into age-inappropriate activities before their peers. All of this makes the B&C child remarkably vulnerable to exploitation and abuse as well as exposing them to many of the pitfalls of modern-day youth, only without the skills or maturity needed to handle them.




Recognising the bright and challenging child 

While all children are, of course, different, there are many traits and behaviours which, if appearing all together or to a pronounced degree, might lead you to identify a child as bright and challenging. If you find that your child often outsmarts you or you frequently just don’t know how to deal with a particular situation because they manage to ‘wrong-foot’ you, we would say you probably have a B&C child on your hands.

Essentially, we believe that it’s a ‘gut feeing’ - if it seems to fit, the chances are it does - but here are some of the characteristics to look out for:


1. They are verbally able 

The B&C child can usually express him or herself very well. They are able to verbalise tricky concepts and ideas and may use words and wordplay to try and trip up the rest of the world. They may even try and ‘score points’ with their clever linguistic skills, twisting meaning in everyday conversation.


Example 

When asked (for the third time) to tidy her room, eight-year-old Martha replies: ‘Only last week you were telling me to get more exercise and fresh air - now when I want to do as I’m told you go and tell me to go indoors and tidy my room.’


2. They won’t accept boundaries as fixed 

They demand the right to negotiate everything - every time. So routines such as bedtime or mealtimes become everyday battles, as they try to get the rules changed to suit their needs.


Example 

Nine-year-old Luke at his set bedtime says, ‘I’m not tired at all, and if I go to bed now I won’t sleep and I won’t get tired either because I’m not using any energy - my brain will just go whirr, whirr. If I just play this a bit more then I’ll be much more tired and in the end I’ll sleep more anyway.’


3. They have to win 

No matter what they are doing the B&C child just has to win at it. They have to prove that they are cleverer, faster, clearer-thinking and all-round superior to everyone else. This can be particularly tiresome if you have more than one such child in the family (or, heaven help you, a B&C partner!).

Furthermore, a B&C child may simply not co-operate or participate if they don’t feel they can win. Younger children may well sulk or throw a tantrum every time something comes along that means they will not be able to shine.


Example 

Eight-year-old Rufus is at a family party where children aged three to twelve are present. He refuses to join in the running races and will only participate in the four-a-side football game if the two oldest boys are in his team.


4. Keen to challenge 

The B&C child never takes what you say at face value. They want proof. It is not uncommon to hear them say something like, ‘How do you know that?’ when presented with a fact, particularly if that fact is being used to back up something you are asking them to do. They will also challenge your authority to ask them to do whatever it is in the first place.  This may be particularly obvious when there is a step-parent involved whose authority is constantly questioned.


Example 

At the dinner table, ten-year-old Carlotta is told to eat her broccoli because it’s good for her. ‘How do you know it’s good for me?’ she asks. ‘I mean, for all you know, I have a hidden broccoli allergy and one day I might die from it. And anyway, it’s not fair you telling me what to eat because you don’t let me tell you what to eat.’


5. Easily bored 

The B&C child’s sharp mind likes to be stimulated at all times. This means they can easily become bored and expect as a right that you will give them your undivided attention and help them to find something to do. A bored child can easily become a catalyst for sibling rows and fights too, all of which will be your fault for not having helped them to get un-bored.

Some children can seem quite rude when their attention lapses mid-conversation, and adults from outside the immediate circle may be quite judgemental of the child who switches off or states, simply, ‘I’m bored’, in a loud voice while the adult is talking. (Ask any teacher!)


Example 

Eight-year-old Shapla has been happily reading in her room all morning. She has been deaf to all attempts to engage her in any activity, including an outing to the park on her bike or a trip to town shopping, with the promise of lunch in a café. ‘I’m bored,’ she says. ‘Why is it so boring in this family? We never do anything fun. I wish it was a school day. School is boring but not as boring as home.’


6. They know which of your buttons to push for maximum impact 

The B&C child seems to know instinctively how to get you in their power. Whether it’s pushing your guilt button, your anger button, your sympathy button or your embarrassment button, they can do it in one blow. Because they are clever and verbally able it is easy for them. They have watched you and unconsciously worked out your weaknesses. They will do whatever they need to get their own way, with few qualms about doing so, however much you squirm.


Example 

Eight-year-old Edward has just been told that he can’t go and play at a friend’s house today as Mum is too busy to take him. ‘Too busy? You’re always too busy. I don’t know why you had me if you are so busy. You had time to talk to Anna on the phone this morning and to go shopping. You’re only too busy to do what I want.’

You should now have a better idea of whether or not your child fits the bright and challenging mould. If, however, you still need more help deciding, take the time to complete the short questionnaire at the end of this chapter.




Pros and cons of the bright and challenging child 

It’s not all bad, and there are many positive aspects to the B&C child.


• They think for themselves

• They are often very funny and good company

• They give you lots to think about and plenty to talk about

• They can be very stimulating

• Keeping up with them can help you to develop new skills and learn new things

• There are lots of times when they make you proud

• They keep you on your toes - and while they may not stop you getting old, they certainly keep you active and involved

• They are interested - they want to learn, though not always about the things you think they should!



However, there are also many difficulties to overcome when parenting the B&C child:
• Explanations are always required, as well as constant reaffirmation of boundaries

• Dealing with them is so tiring, because you are never finished, the boxes are never all ticked

• They can be superior and tend towards arrogance

• Their constant questioning can be undermining

• They are not restful - literally, because they don’t sleep much, but also, they are not relaxing company

• You worry about them: they may have trouble interacting socially with peers, or their general wilfulness and inclination towards risk can be a concern

• They are inclined to be sarcastic, which can be catching within a family

• Their immense confidence can be worrying when you see what is coming, but they don’t

• They are not good at not succeeding and can be quite thrown by (and turn nasty on) failure

• They take up a lot of attention, which can be hard on other children and partners, as well as yourself

• They tend not to learn from mistakes - because they don’t accept that they have made any. This leaves them inclined to blame others, which can cause problems and arguments

• The family can seem more harmonious without them around; this in turn sometimes leads to feelings of guilt








The bright and challenging child - a new phenomenon? 

Many parents want to know if bright and challenging children are born or grow that way - in other words, is it nature or nurture that makes them what they are? The simple answer is that these children have been around for ever, but perhaps in past generations they would have had some of their personality traits rigorously suppressed. Modern parenting styles, on the other hand, have supported a growth in numbers of the children who fit our profile: today’s parents tend to be more permissive, encouraging a child’s personality to flourish, sometimes at the cost of important elements of socialisation. So there is a combination of factors at work:



Intelligence + Personality + Parenting  
= Bright and Challenging Children




Of course, there are many variables within each of these ‘components’, but there does seem to be a specific mixture of traits which, when added together, makes a child what they are.

Firstly, these children are naturally bright. Whether they do well at school academically is neither here nor there; it is  their quick minds and ability to read people and situations succinctly that makes them ‘bright’ in this context.

We’ve already looked at some of the features of the bright and challenging child, but let’s now consider the parenting methods most commonly associated with them:
• Encouraging negotiation at an early age by giving complex reasons why things should, or should not be done. This leads the child to understand that if they can break down the argument, they can change the ‘rules’ (and too often they can)

• Weak or shifting boundaries - saying ‘No’, then giving in to their questions or arguments

• Overcompensating - giving in to a child’s demands or trying too hard to please them due to guilt or insecurity about your parenting or the time you have to give them

• Wanting to be seen as ‘fair’ or as a ‘best friend’, which can make it difficult to say ‘No’

• Misreading their facility with language and believing that they are wiser than they are

• Encouraging children to argue and be more assertive

• Confusing intelligence with maturity

• Being tired and apathetic - this is particularly applicable if the B&C child is born later on in the family





This book will help you to identify ways in which changing your parenting could help your child change their behaviour. We certainly don’t want to alter their personality or their intelligence - both are to be cherished and encouraged - but by reining them in while they are young enough for you to do so, you may prevent a lot of problems and potential dangers in the future.




Quiz: identifying the bright and challenging child 

You may have already made your decision based on what you’ve read so far, but, if you are still unsure, this quick quiz may help you make your mind up.

[image: 001]


Scoring 

Score 1 point for each time you have answered ‘Not often or never’.

Score 2 points for each time you have answered ‘Sometimes’.

Score 3 points for each time you have answered ‘Usually or always’.


0-15 points 

They are probably challenging at times in the way that all children can be and you’ll know yourself or from school if they are bright but they are probably not the child we are calling ‘bright and challenging’ in this book. You may still find plenty of useful ideas and tips here to help you parent.


15-23 points 

Well, they are certainly what we call ‘bright and challenging’. The good news is that they are either still quite young or you have developed good coping strategies already - or both. We think we still have plenty to offer in terms of supporting you as your child grows with ideas, techniques and reassurance.


23-30 points 

You really didn’t need to do the quiz did you? Of course you have a bright and challenging child. In fact, your life is probably dominated by them when you are together. This book will help, reassure, prompt and guide you through new ways of parenting them that might make both you and your child more content as they grow into their teens.




So, where do you begin? 

Well, the first thing to do is to recognise whether you have a bright and challenging child or not.

Next, accept that parenting them is going to be hard work at times and an ongoing process, but it is also going to be a tremendous learning experience, a source of great joy, entertainment and pleasure too. All parents feel proud of their children, but when you realise how far they have come and that you have helped them to make those steps one by one, you are also allowed to be a little proud of yourself.

You have to remember your child’s need to win at all times, which will also mean accepting that rows and name-calling may follow any attempt to change their power tactics. Also, that they have a short route to what upsets you, and will push whichever button is necessary to achieve what they want. It’s important to remember that regardless of how upset they - and you - may get, saying ‘No’ is not going to harm them. Rather, it is a way to slow down their headlong rush into the worst kind of independence - the kind that takes no notice of anyone else and lacks the requisite life skills to do well.

There is a world of difference between just being a parent and actively parenting. Good parenting is hard work and takes time. It comes without pay, the end results are not apparent for years and there is some recognition but not much, so although you may get thanked one day, we wouldn’t bank on it.

This may be tough to read, but it sums up why so many people choose the easy option of peace and harmony over doing what will help their children become well-rounded adults. No doubt there will be times when it all seems too difficult, but there will be others when seeing the changes in them will give you enough of a boost to keep going.

Positive feedback from others is also a great reward, so don’t be afraid to ask for some. Partners, teachers, siblings and friends will all notice the changes as they happen.

Through it all, you’ll probably have to work on your own self-esteem at times, so you don’t feel threatened by the  challenges ahead or dragged down by the effort of change. You will need to believe that it’s worth the struggle when things are tough and to keep reminding yourself that letting your child have their own way all the time is actually harmful to them - even if in the short term it brings peace and calm.




Questions and answers 


Q. My ten-year-old son is streets ahead of his classmates in almost all his schoolwork; he is able to make sensible decisions and choices about how he spends his time and we almost never have to talk to him about his behaviour. He tends to stay up on the computer late at night but we consider this to be his prerogative, as it certainly isn’t affecting his performance at school. He doesn’t take much notice of his younger sister, so doesn’t argue much with her. In fact, he’s no problem at all as long as he’s treated in a mature and adult fashion. Why on earth should I try and change him?



A. No one is saying you should. If you’re all happy with the status quo then you are very fortunate indeed and we wish you well. Many parents would envy you as they pick up yet another wet towel from the bathroom floor or follow the trail of dirty football kit all over the house. My only concern would be on the nature and purpose of childhood and whether your son is actually having the childhood that will help him become a well-rounded adult.

You say nothing of friends and play, nothing of fun and mischief, nothing of learning to explore and manage emotions. All of these things have their place in a child’s life, and, in our opinion, without them the child is missing out on some of the key experiences needed to learn and grow.

Have a look at the quiz on page 16 and answer it  honestly. Then maybe you can answer your question for yourself one way or the other.

 




Q. My eight-year-old daughter is a nightmare. She rules over the house like a queen and tells everyone what to do and how to do it. She throws real temper tantrums like a three-year-old when she doesn’t get her own way about even the smallest thing, like what to watch on the TV, and she has everyone tiptoeing around her. The school say she’s pretty much the same there too, although she’s clever and gets on with her work well. She is fine when everything goes her way, and she can be the life and soul of the family - our little Princess. We love her to bits, but I worry that she’s going to get totally out of control when she gets older. We’ve tried to talk to her about her behaviour but she says she understands, then behaves in exactly the same way next time. What can we do to get her to see that she can’t have her own way all the time?



A. Your daughter sounds like the classic bright and challenging child - particularly as she is still only eight years old! You are right to be concerned for the future - she has the potential to become a very difficult and unlikeable teenager and life might become quite hard for her in later life unless she changes.

However, it’s not just her that has to change. It’s you as well. She is simply reacting to the way in which she has been raised and will continue to do so, unless something shifts radically. You must stop calling her ‘Princess’, for a start - it usually means a girl who gets away with murder, and she has to stop getting away with quite a lot of things.

You need to spell out for her what she can and can’t do, and make sure she is rewarded with lots of attention and smiles when she gets it right, as well as being given clear sanctions and the withdrawal of attention and smiles when she chooses to behave badly. She has to learn through consistent approval/disapproval, backed up by exclusion from the family unit when she fails to show respect for it by breaking the accepted code of behaviour.

You’ll find much to help you in this book and her school should be able to help too, if you ask them for their support. Change can be painful and it might require some serious soul-searching on your part to look at why you have parented your daughter in the way that you have and how it feels when you do it differently and upset her.

But just remember that in the end she will be a better, more socialised and more likeable person for it all. If you learn to put your foot down, show her your feelings - not just ‘reason’ - and let her take some responsibility for her behaviour and its impact, things will change quite dramatically.




2

GOOD DAYS AND BAD

Conflict and Harmony


CHAPTER SNAPSHOT

This chapter is about your relationship with your child. We will be exploring the way you look at and talk about your child’s behaviour. Rather than being amazed, flabbergasted, enraged or amused by what they do, you will need to ask yourself some searching questions to get to the root of the behaviour and the many pathways through time where your child’s emerging traits have been reinforced or strengthened, albeit unconsciously.

By learning to spot patterns in their behaviour, you will begin to identify the changes that should be made in order to alter the path for the future. A word of warning though before we start: this might not be easy, and may mean that you end up changing the way you have always done things. This will require honesty on your part and will probably not feel comfortable.






The make-up of the bright and challenging child 

As we’ve already seen in Chapter 1, there are three key factors at play in the bright and challenging child: intelligence, personality and parenting. This does not mean that anyone  is to blame for your child being the way they are: most parents of B&C children are everything a child could wish for, and many have other children who are well behaved and responsive. But neither is the child’s behaviour solely down to them or their genetics. The problem arises when you have a mixture of three main elements:
• A very intelligent individual who thinks fast and can reason quickly - usually with very well-developed verbal ability

• A child with a personality that craves (more than most) to be the centre of attention at all times; they love to be in the spotlight

• A child who has been allowed to negotiate everything from an early age and sees nothing as fixed - it can all be changed if they can come up with the right ploy!






How gender impacts on treatment of B&C children 

As an identifier, ‘bright and challenging’ is not gender-specific, but in our work with parents we have come across far more sons than daughters being identified in this way, and seen as difficult. We don’t believe that there is any difference between the intelligence of girls and boys, nor do we believe that fewer girls than boys have the personality traits associated with the B&C child. If anything, more girls than boys seem to be attention-seeking to a high degree and crave life in the spotlight. You only have to see the number of eight-year-old girls who want to be pop stars to realise that shrinking violets are a rare breed these days. So the fact that fewer girls are identified as B&C would seem to be down to the third ingredient in the mixture: parenting.

There was a time when boys were seen as more valuable  and intelligent than girls. But while society at large has moved on in terms of gender differences and value, we still haven’t overcome the pervasive elements of gender stereotyping that still exist - some real and some assumed - and that might just tip the balance.

In terms of the B&C child, the qualities that are (often unwittingly) encouraged are:
• Being verbally precocious, cheeky or even quite rude - this is generally tolerated more in little boys than girls, who are expected to be polite and helpful

• Not doing as they are told - it is, perhaps, accepted that ‘boys will be boys’; we believe that girls are worse tantrum-throwers than boys when they are small, yet more boys seem to be appeased while more girls are effectively managed





Perhaps this should not surprise us. Most care for small children comes from mothers and female carers who perhaps expect boys to be babyish and less able to control themselves; while girls are expected to be capable and multi-faceted like themselves. Many women openly infantilise their partners and men in general, both privately and publicly, so it’s no wonder they may also tend to do the same to their male children.

Most parents feel that girls are more responsible for their actions because girls ‘mature faster’ than boys. This is used as an excuse for everything from weaning sooner, potty training earlier and expecting them to tidy up their rooms at a younger age. It is true, very generally speaking, that there are some differences in terms of maturation at certain stages of a child’s development, but this is certainly not on the scale that some parents perceive it to be. You would be hard-pressed to find a thirty-year-old woman who still gets her  laundry done by her mother, but you will find plenty of men of the same age who do.


How position in the family impacts on treatment of B&C children 

In our experience, the two most common B&C children are the only child and the youngest child. This is simply born of observation, and is in no way a scientific fact. However, while we have come across B&C children who are the eldest or middle child, and even a family of six such children, the tendency still persists that in a family where there are several children, and one who is B&C, it will be the youngest.


The only child 

B&C only children are fairly easily explained. They have often been exposed mostly to adult company, received a lot of attention and have been encouraged to speak back in an adult manner from an early age. Without siblings to rub up against on a daily basis, they have had much less opportunity to be ‘childish’. The adults looking after them have often taken the trouble to explain decision making, or the way of the world as they see it, in minute detail, and they have been taught to reason (as far as they are able). With no other siblings to compete with for attention, their boundaries have not needed to be reinforced, and they have often been allowed to make a lot of choices for themselves from an early age. Because they are intelligent and can speak and reason like little adults, they are often thought of as being more mature than they really are and provide hours of entertainment to everyone around them.

But whereas they are endlessly entertaining when they are four or five and still have cuteness on their side, as they grow older the precociousness and argumentativeness that were a  part of their appeal start to grate and can begin to make them very unpopular with teachers and peers.


The youngest child 

The younger child with B&C traits may have reached this point via two different routes.

The first is the relative isolation of the youngest child, who is marooned in their birth position, feeling that they will never to be as good at things as the rest of the family they join - that they are slowest to run in the family race, least likely to get things right on the TV quiz programme or too young to remember a key piece of family folklore. They may get teased or laughed at on a regular basis, and this can lead them to try to win at things they are good at; perhaps their verbal skills or quick wit. They learn to get attention and make everyone laugh with their jokes and puns, their candid observations or their charmingly simplistic views on everything. They become the centre of attention; the little star whose sayings are shared with family and friends with regular instalments of ‘Guess what Johnny said yesterday?’

The other route is through relaxation of the family rules as the family gets bigger. Eldest children are often expected to shoulder some responsibility for younger siblings and to be paragons of virtue, as they can be seen as role models within the family. But rules are less strict by the time younger siblings come along, and the last to arrive often holds a special place in the hearts of parents and older siblings alike: everyone remembers their birth and can feel nostalgia for the baby who completed the family. They go on being petted for far longer than the older children, who had to accommodate a sibling and move on from being ‘the baby’. This means they sometimes get away with things older siblings would be chastised for. On top of all this their parents are tired.

Having already worried themselves sick over number one’s every cough and scratch and having had, perhaps, another one or two babies in between, they have let go of the reins quite a lot by the time this little star puts in an appearance. And so a B&C child is born.




Challenging assumptions 


REFLECTION EXERCISE

Think back to the very first time you saw your bright and challenging child. Consider the very first ten minutes of their life - or the first ten minutes you can recall. How did they behave then that is just the same now? What element of their personality did they display that has never really changed? 

[image: 002]

How did you respond to it then? ______________________________

  How did you feel about it then? ______________________________

 



See if you can track that same personality trait when they were three or four years old.

How did you respond to it then? ______________________________

  How did you feel about it then? ______________________________

 



Now reflect on how this same trait affects them and your relationship with them now.

How do you respond to it now? ______________________________

  How do you feel about it now? ________________________________



This can be a powerful exercise. Did you manage to identify something in your child’s personality now that has been recognisable from the very first moments of their life? Were they forceful, demanding, angry, content or curious - or all of the above?

Some of the features that parents have highlighted during this exercise are that their child was:
• bad-tempered

• curious

• laid-back

• angry

• sweet-natured

• grumpy

• feisty

• not bothered

• intelligent





Many parents also reported comments made by midwives, nurses or doctors; it seems common for those present at the birth of a child to make some kind of statement about the child’s character or personality.

But what about the ways in which a particular trait or quality has developed and evolved throughout the child’s life? Sometimes when you see something in a young child, or think you see it, you unconsciously reinforce that quality or trait - so that it grows and increases with time to meet your initial expectations. To some degree, your children become what you make them while they are young - so perhaps a little rewriting of your expectations may free a child to be a whole other person. Telling them they have always been kind, loving, generous, fair and even-tempered might just encourage them to live up to some new expectations with pride.

Of course, you can never be sure that the child who is seen as ‘a complainer’ at the moment of birth wouldn’t have ended up being one in later life, but there is the possibility that they may be living up to the parental belief in the behaviour as what is expected.
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