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Praise for The Gentle Discipline Book


‘What I value most about Sarah Ockwell-Smith’s latest book is that it honours the struggles of both children and parents. She helps us see how understanding both sets of needs yields resolution and connection, which are not words we usually associate with discipline! Readers are treated not only to fascinating new discoveries about how children’s brains and behaviour relate but also to the “ah-ha” moments that parents most wish for during times of conflict with their children.’


Dr Suzanne Zeedyk, Developmental Psychologist,
Honorary Fellow, University of Dundee


‘In The Gentle Discipline Book, Sarah Ockwell-Smith challenges us as parents to pause, take a step back and understand why children behave the way they do, so that we can make respectful and effective parenting choices. Our society tends to view gentle discipline as taking a passive approach but Sarah explains clearly, using science-backed examples, why that simply isn’t the case – gentle discipline is the kind and logical way to guide our children as they develop and change emotionally and mentally. And it prevents us from turning our homes into battlegrounds.


The guidance is applicable for parents with children of all ages, and Sarah eloquently takes a complex subject and makes it accessible and easily understood. Her no-nonsense yet gentle approach is refreshing and empowering to parents, encouraging us to view our children as individuals and to be responsive to their needs, rather than applying a one-size-fits-all approach to discipline. Sarah also tackles related issues, such as dealing with criticism from friends and family, and offers real-life wisdom on how to deal with judgement, whether real or perceived. She also dedicates a chapter to parents, highlighting why dealing with our own demons – and the subconscious triggers we all have – is one of the most important aspects of charting our parenting course. Congratulations Sarah, this is a comprehensive, pragmatic and common-sense approach to redefining what it means to discipline our children. Children all over the world will be thanking you!’


Tracy Gillett, writer, mother and
founder of Raised Good


‘As a sleep-deprived first-time mum, surrounded by a pile of books that were in complete conflict with my parenting instincts, my life was changed when I discovered Sarah’s gentle sleep techniques and advice.


Fast forward almost two years and I am now the mum of a wonderful sleeper, but find myself presented with a whole new world of confusing information about discipline. Once again the ‘traditional’ messages of discipline in our society go against how my husband and I want to raise our family, so reading The Gentle Discipline Book has been a wonderful eye-opener for me. I now know how my child’s brain and emotions are developing, allowing me a greater understanding of why he does things and, more importantly, why he will do things in the future as he develops.


Sarah’s advice has given me the confidence to know there are alternative, gentler methods to things like the naughty step, and I’ll be using this book as my bible for the next 16 years! And recommending it to all my friends.’


Charlie O’Brien, presenter, blogger,
vlogger and mum to Noah
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How to use this book


I deally, you will read this book in its entirety for the best results and most comprehensive understanding. If, however, you are desperate for a specific ‘fix’, I would recommend that you start by reading Chapters 1, 2 and 3 and then skip to the chapter relating to your particular concern. Some of the scenarios in the book relate to certain ages; however, the theories underpinning my suggestions are universal and, as such, can be applied to children of any age. In fact, a lot of them can be used to help your relationships with other adults too.


Lastly, no matter what your concern, Chapter 14 applies to everybody. If you don’t discipline consciously, your efforts will probably be far less effective. So, even if you think Chapter 14 isn’t for you, I would strongly recommend that you read it. In fact, the more irrelevant you think it is to you, the more likely it is that you need to read it!




Introduction


I would like to begin by letting you in on two secrets. The first is that children probably wish that they didn’t misbehave just as much as parents do. The second is that almost everything we think we know about disciplining children today is wrong.


As a parent of four, I can understand how hard it is to always work with your children, especially when they are pushing your buttons. And most of us don’t have the luxury of focusing solely on parenting: there are bills to be paid, jobs to be done, elderly relatives to be cared for. We have to balance so much, often more than is possible for one person. So it can be easy to slip into old patterns of shouting and punishing – perhaps a subconscious throwback to our own upbringing. The key to good discipline, however, lies in our behaviour and actions, and throughout this book we will consider how much our feelings and, indeed, self-discipline matter. A scary thought indeed. I’m not saying you need to be perfect. Far from it. I have made many mistakes as a parent; I still do. And mistakes are OK, so long as you learn from them. Really, this is what good discipline is about: learning – about your child and yourself.


My goals with this book are to help you to understand why children misbehave and how to respond in a way that is both effective and gentle. Many of society’s most common discipline methods today cannot claim to be either. Current understanding of discipline is steeped in old behaviourist understandings – the belief that children need to be punished and motivated to do better. The reality is that while discipline that focuses on punishment and motivation may appear to produce quick results, the long-term effects can leave parents with a far worse problem than they had initially.


Many people ask whether not punishing at all means that you mollycoddle your children and let them walk all over you? This is my top bugbear! Our society is entrenched in an authoritarian style of parenting and the idea that if children are not punished for their misdemeanours, they will rule the roost and become unruly and disrespectful. The true key to better behaviour though is in working with, not against, your child. View yourselves as a team, rather than two enemies battling against each other to see who can ‘win’.


Understanding why and how children behave should come right at the very start of any book about parenting and discipline. For this reason, the first three chapters of this book look at the science of behaviour and learning. Once we understand why children behave in a certain way and what makes them learn, we very quickly realise that most common discipline methods in society today are wide of the mark and often completely fall short of their claims. In many cases, ‘bad’ behaviour is not the child being deliberately defiant, but an indication that the behaviour expected of them is at odds with what they are capable of doing and feeling at any given moment in time. If anything is to blame, it is our unrealistic expectations and demands.


What of modern-day discipline methods that focus on motivating children to do better – a method commonly employed in day care and schools? Their one big failing is that they presume the child can actually do better. But what if they can’t? What if they lack the necessary ability and development? These motivational tools will only work if the child has the requisite skills to turn things around. And in many cases they simply don’t. So the child is effectively being punished for not being able to do better. Imagine the effect this has upon their self-esteem. This is important for all who have – or who work with – children to understand, as a lack of self-esteem is often at the root of many behavioural problems (this is discussed in depth in Chapter 13). Could the prevailing approach in most education settings therefore be making the behaviour of many children worse? Chapter 5 looks at current discipline methods in education and childcare today, before moving on to discuss why the most prevalent approaches are wrong and, perhaps most importantly, what parents can do to make things better and undo any negative effect.


In Chapters 6 to 13 we will look at the specifics of discipline. Many parents struggle when it comes to choosing which method to use with their child at any time. These chapters will make things a little easier, as I introduce you to my idea of ‘Why? How? What?’ This is a very simple way to make sure you use the best discipline method possible, based on consideration of why your child is behaving in the way that they are, how they might be feeling and what you hope to gain from disciplining them – something that we will keep in mind throughout these chapters.


As well as providing you with a framework that will enable you to become the expert in your own child’s behaviour and discipline, I have included some solutions to particular issues. These will help to get you started until you are confident with the methodology and its application. I have also included question-and-answer sections at the end of each of the specific behaviour chapters. The questions (from real parents) and their answers focus on gentle-discipline solutions and, alongside my empowering framework, will allow you to get the most from this book and understand how to apply the techniques to your own children.


What is discipline?


Over the last few years I have asked many parents this question. Common answers include:




	setting boundaries


	guiding children


	behaviour management


	teaching right from wrong


	teaching social rules and expectations


	helping children to fit into society


	keeping children safe


	children understanding consequences


	making children into nice people


	raising respectful children


	teaching children self-control


	enforcing limits


	instructing children to be ‘good’.





The Oxford English Dictionary defines discipline as: ‘The practice of training people to obey rules or a code of behaviour, using punishment to correct disobedience.’ This fits the idea of discipline most commonly used in society today, where it is all about punishment and viewing the child as naughty. It wasn’t always this way though; there was once another definition – one that focused on teaching and learning. The word discipline is based on the Latin word disciplina, which means ‘instruction’. Disciplina, in turn, derives from the Latin discere, which means ‘to learn’. Discipulus, which gives us the word ‘disciple’, also derives from the same word, and denotes a pupil. Perhaps the most famous disciples were the students of Jesus, which, by extension, makes Jesus the teacher. I think most would agree that Jesus is portrayed as gentle in almost all Bible stories.


What is gentle discipline?


Gentle discipline is focused upon teaching and learning, rather than punishing, and having expectations for children’s behaviour that are realistic, given their level of brain development. It is also about mutual respect and working with children, not against them. In gentle discipline there is a balance of power; it is not held solely by parents. It is about having humility and patience, being mindful of your own triggers and demons as a parent and not subconsciously projecting your issues onto your child. It is about setting boundaries and limits and enforcing them with compassion and respect. Gentle discipline is about positivity and planning for the future. It is about inspiring children to be better and do better, while you work to set a great example to them.


What is gentle discipline not? It is not permissive; it isn’t a pushover. It is not about letting your children get away with everything and raising self-entitled, disrespectful brats. It is certainly not lazy or accidental. While a lot of people know what authoritarian and permissive parenting are, few know the real meaning of authoritative parenting – the position that gentle discipline takes.


Authoritarian


Authoritarian discipline styles have incredibly high expectations of children’s behaviour – often a lot more than they are capable of. They demand that children ‘should be seen and not heard’ – that they should effectively behave in the same way as adults. They leave little room for compassion, empathy or understanding, labelling children as ‘naughty’ and focusing on teaching a lesson. The parent has full control and the child has none. The most common discipline methods today are authoritarian and include time out, the naughty step, grounding, smacking/spanking, shaming, detention and exclusions, sending the child to their bedroom and taking away their possessions.


Permissive


Permissive discipline is a misnomer, because permissive parents rarely discipline. This is the style that lets children ‘get away with it’. Expectations of behaviour are often too low. Permissive parents often say, ‘Ah, he can’t help it, he’s only little’, when excusing a behaviour that actually is not age-appropriate. Boundaries are rarely enforced – if they exist at all. This is often due to the parent being too scared of making the child cry because they feel so compassionate towards them that they never want them to be upset.


Authoritative


Authoritative discipline methods walk a careful line between parental and child control. When it is appropriate, the child is given control; when it is not, the adult takes the reins. Expectations of behaviour are realistic: not too much and not too little. Discipline is always conducted with respect and compassion. Parents are not afraid of their child crying, but when they do cry, often as a result of discipline, they are supported and offered comfort.


This book focuses on authoritative discipline methods, or as I like to call it: gentle discipline.


Becoming a great teacher


Think back to when you were at school. Did you have a favourite teacher – somebody who inspired and motivated you? Perhaps someone you really looked up to? If you could describe their personality, what traits would you say they had? I’ll bet they were, among other things:




	inspiring


	a good role model


	patient


	reliable


	diplomatic


	knowledgeable


	understanding


	optimistic


	fair


	caring


	creative


	funny


	approachable


	humble


	always learning/keeping up to date with their subject


	easy to talk to


	respectful


	adaptable


	broad-minded


	firm


	kind.





In fact, if you were to write a job description for the perfect teacher, you would probably include many of these traits.


Over the next three chapters we will look at ways in which you can hone your innate teaching skills to best discipline your child. A great teacher is one who stays calm, controls their temper and inspires their students by setting a great example; similarly, the most important thing you could ever do as a parent is to exorcise your own childhood demons, remove or reduce triggers and learn how to rein yourself in. All of this is covered in some detail in Chapter 14.


And don’t be afraid to question when discipline is truly necessary. Very often we feel obliged to discipline, not because of a conscious decision we have made, but because we subconsciously feel we should. Throughout our lives we pick up on the expectations of others, whether we agree with them or not, and no expectations are more powerful than those of our own parents and teachers. Gentle discipline is about becoming conscious. It is about breaking the cycle of repeating what has gone before, just because that’s the way it has always been. It is pioneering and paradigm shifting.


What makes a good student?


Now think about a good student you knew at school. Somebody who always tried their hardest. What traits did they have? Were they:




	motivated


	focused


	ambitious


	tenacious


	resilient


	optimistic


	brave


	eager to learn


	hard-working


	inquisitive


	a free thinker


	confident


	resourceful


	proactive


	determined


	persistent


	independent?





Ironically, many of the things that we find so difficult to handle in our children – behaviours deemed ‘naughty’ and undesirable by society – are rooted in traits that they need to be good learners and reach their full potential. Let’s look at the list again and see how some of these can be viewed in a different light:




	Motivated, ambitious, determined and tenacious: a child with these qualities can also often be called ‘stubborn’.


	Focused: this can translate into a child who ‘doesn’t listen’ (if you ask them to do something when they are engaged in another activity).


	Resilient: a child who ‘doesn’t learn from punishment’.


	Brave: a brave child might be considered ‘disrespectful’.


	Eager to learn: a child who touches everything.


	Inquisitive: can be thought of as constantly asking annoying questions.


	A free thinker: a child who ‘backchats’ or asks, ‘Why should I?’


	Resourceful: a child who gets ‘into everything’.





Reframing your view of your child’s behaviour can help both you and them; by understanding and accepting that some of the things you struggle with now can turn into wonderful traits when they are older, you can make your relationship with them much easier.


It isn’t just children who are students, or learners. You are too. The best teachers never stop learning; and the same is true of parenting. There are no perfect parents, or ones with all of the answers. We are all learning, all the time. Good discipline is about flexibility and humility. The teacher/student roles swap every day, often every hour – particularly when our children are teaching us something important. Sometimes, they may even teach us that the way we are disciplining them is not working, and as parents, our role is to learn from that and adapt. As Walter Barbee, President Emeritus of the Family Foundation of Virginia said:






If you have told a child a thousand times and he still does not understand, then it is not the child who is the slow learner.








There is a big difference between disciplining in the short term, to make life easier as a parent, and disciplining to ‘grow’ your child into the person you would like them to be in the future. The most common discipline methods today are very much focused on the short term. A more effective – and, indeed, positive – approach considers the future as well as the present.


Gentle discipline in practice


You have free will. At any moment you can step away from the well-trodden authoritarian path and walk towards creating a better future for your child. But how? It starts with making a space between your child’s behaviour and your resulting discipline. This space affords you time to think about what you’re doing and whether your actions will meet your long-term parenting goals. Too many parents discipline in an angry, reactive way. If you do this, you will always fall into an authoritarian style, or that of a poor teacher.


Before you discipline, you should always pause and ask yourself, ‘Why do I feel the need to discipline my child?’ If the answer is anything other than, ‘Because I would like my child to learn that what they have just done is not appropriate, or there is a better way to do it’, then you should not discipline. It doesn’t matter how many people are looking at you or what the voice inside your head from your own childhood is saying (‘You would have got a smack or been sent to your room if you’d done that’). Gentle discipline is about conscious, mindful decisions. Whatever situation you find yourself in it is imperative that your actions are performed mindfully. And to be mindful you have to stop and become aware. This is what I mean when I talk about putting a space between your child’s behaviour and your response. It is fundamental to gentle discipline and, as such, it underpins the whole principle.


SPACE denotes five steps towards effective, gentle discipline:




	
Stay calm


	
Proper expectations


	
Affinity with your child


	
Connect and contain emotions


	
Explain and set a good example





Stay calm


When your child presses your buttons and you feel yourself getting stressed or angry you should absolutely not discipline them until you are calm. Take a deep breath, hold it for a few seconds and slowly exhale. Repeat as often as necessary until you can think more clearly. Sometimes, you may have to give yourself time out. That is, move away from your child temporarily, so that you can think more clearly.


Proper expectations


You wouldn’t punish a fish for not being able to walk or a cat for not being able to talk. Yet many authoritarian discipline methods punish children simply for being children, with their age-appropriate level of brain development. Before you respond to your child’s actions ask yourself, ‘Do they understand what they have done? Could they control it? Do they have the brain development to do better?’ If the answer is ‘No’, your response is likely to be very different. (Chapter 3 discusses what children are – and are not – capable of at any given age.)


Affinity with your child


Gentle discipline requires you to separate your dislike of your child’s behaviour from your feelings towards them. Too many parents mix up the behaviour and the child. Your child remains the same one that you love dearly, no matter what they have done. Having an affinity with somebody means that you have a connection and an understanding of each other. It is this understanding, this empathy, that will aid you in disciplining your child gently. Hold on to it, whatever your child has done. Remind yourself of how much you love them and try to view their actions from their perspective. Ask yourself why they did what they did? And how are they feeling? This will not only help you to understand their actions, but also to solve the problem and discipline appropriately, as well as to stay calm.


Connect and contain emotions


Earlier on I let you in on two secrets. The first was that children would probably prefer that they didn’t misbehave just as much as parents do. This is so true. In Chapter 1 we will look at the most common reasons why children misbehave, and in Chapter 3 we will consider what their brains are capable of doing at any given age. At all ages, however, children need their parents to guide them and help them to manage their feelings. We have a level of brain development that they just don’t have, even as teenagers. We are mature enough to ‘hold’ some of our child’s big feelings as well as our own, to help them to calm down. Of course, in order to do this, we have to look after ourselves too. The secret to emotional intelligence is knowing that all emotions are OK; it is how we manage them that matters. Until your child learns how to manage their emotions, it is your role to externally manage them, while leading them in the direction of self-control. To contain your child’s feelings, you must connect with them. Your compassion and support will guide them towards becoming the person you hope they will be. The best discipline happens when you work as a team.


Explain and set a good example


This stage can only happen when both you and your child are calm and well connected. One of the main reasons why discipline fails is because of a lack of one of these, or sometimes both.


Explaining should be age-appropriate. Your communication with your child needs to be at a level that they understand, and often discipline falls short here too. Think carefully about how you will communicate. It isn’t just your words that matter, but how you say them too. Your child is watching you just as much as they are listening to you. If you shout, you indicate to them that not only is shouting OK, but it’s what they should do when they are angry with somebody or when somebody does something that they do not like. If your child hits somebody, the very last thing you should do is hit them in the name of discipline. If you do, your example shows them that hitting is OK, and that it’s a desirable way to resolve differences and conflict. Your explanation and example should show your child, clearly, how to handle situations. After all, as we’ve said, the best teachers lead by example. The same is true for discipline.


Putting SPACE between your child’s actions and your discipline allows you to focus on your true goal – that of teaching your child to do and be better. Of course, your teachings need to be flexible. All children are unique and all situations, even with the same child, are unique. Working with SPACE should hopefully put you on the right track though. In Chapters 6 to 13 I will cover many different examples and specific situations, all keeping SPACE in mind. If your specific concern is not included, work through each point carefully and you will almost always reach an effective and gentle-discipline solution.


When should discipline start?


Many believe that discipline is something that should be introduced during the toddler years, but that babyhood should be ‘discipline free’. All parents, however, begin to discipline their children from the time they are born. Discipline is simply teaching and learning. From the moment you hold your baby in your arms you are teaching him, just as he teaches you. If you hold him in a certain way and he cries, you quickly learn to change positions. You speak to him and he babbles back. This is discipline.


Should discipline change as your child gets older? Surely you don’t discipline a teenager in the same way as you would a toddler? Actually, the basics remain. Your expectations of the developmental capabilities will change with age, but your underlying approach should stay the same: a position of understanding, respect and empathy.


You are the best teacher that your child will ever have. Yours is the greatest influence of all. Every minute of every day you are disciplining your child; you may not be aware of it, but you are. Little eyes are always watching you and ears are listening to you. But whatever age your child may be, however you may have previously disciplined, you can always change. It is never too late. Gentle discipline works for everybody, regardless of how long it has been practised, because it is based on the unique needs of each individual child.


So how do you do it? Read on!




Chapter 1


[image: image]


Why Children Misbehave


In this chapter we will look at the most common reasons for misbehaviour – that is children’s behaviour that is deemed undesirable and difficult. It is impossible to discipline gently and effectively without a good understanding of the triggers of misbehaviour. Far too many experts concentrate on ‘fixing the problem’ without helping the parents to understand why it happened in the first place. Any discipline that focuses solely on ‘the solution’ actually disempowers you as a parent. Remember that a good teacher has a good understanding of their subject, and to achieve this they must first take the place of the student. Understanding the reasons for your child’s undesirable behaviour is the starting point for knowing how to improve it. So with our student hats on, let’s step into the world of the child and try to understand things from their point of view.


Do you ever tantrum? As adults we tend to refer to our own tantrums as ‘losing control’, ‘exploding’ or ‘meltdowns’. Similar words are used to describe tantrums in the teenage years. The fact is that everybody, regardless of age, has to deal with overwhelming emotions at some point, and some cope with this better than others. In fact, we often expect behaviour of our children that we are not fully capable of ourselves.


Life is difficult and confusing. We all have a lot to deal with on a daily basis, and if we as adults don’t navigate the journey perfectly at all times, then we have no right to demand that our children do. So accepting that your child will have meltdowns and tantrums, just as you do sometimes, is perhaps the best way forward. Resetting your expectations, starting with the baseline that everybody misbehaves, is a great starting point. Next comes an understanding of why we all misbehave. The discipline only comes in after this – when you aim to calm the misbehaviour. Too many people jump straight in at the ‘fixing’ stage without giving any thought to the whys and wherefores.


In Chapter 3 we will look at the neurological basis of behaviour and how this changes during childhood. The human brain differs dramatically from babies to teens to adults, which means it is unrealistic to expect children to behave in the same manner as adults. Perhaps the largest difference is in the area responsible for impulse control and regulation of emotions – which is why resetting expectations for behaviour, so that they are age-appropriate, is so fundamental to gentle discipline. For the remainder of this chapter, however, we will focus on non-neurological causes of undesirable behaviour, although the two are always linked. There are undoubtedly environmental triggers, but a child’s brain – whether they are a teen or a toddler – is not like that of an adult, and this immaturity will always play a role in their undesirable behaviour, simply because they cannot control their actions as well as an adult can.


Physiological behaviour triggers


Have you observed that particular triggers of your child’s behaviour are of a physiological nature? My children are all noticeably more cranky when they are tired, hungry or when they have had too much screen time. I can also tell when they have had friendship issues or trouble at school by their behaviour. Knowing their triggers allows me to prepare for, pre-empt and – sometimes – avoid any related bad behaviour. It also helps me not to take their behaviour personally. From the child’s point of view, it’s useful if they can recognise and avoid triggers independently, without parental help, although it is the parents’ role to teach them about these initially. While toddlers, pre-schoolers and even infant-school children might understand the negative effects of certain behaviours, it is quite unlikely that they will always be able to avoid them without parental help. But in the tween (roughly ages eight to thirteen) and teen years children can become quite proficient at avoiding certain triggers without any adult input.


So let’s explore some common behaviour triggers in children of all ages. They are in no particular order, and the list is by no means complete. Remember that each child is unique and triggers reflect this; finding your child’s own triggers is most important.


Diet


For many children, diet can play a tremendous role in their behaviour, and parents often notice significant changes after focusing on this for several weeks. Despite popular opinion, sugar does not make children hyperactive. It is undoubtedly not healthy, but poor behaviour is frequently wrongly blamed on a ‘sugar rush’. Conversely, low blood sugar, or, rather, low blood-glucose levels, may affect behaviour. The body releases a compensatory amount of adrenaline in response to a fall in blood glucose, known as hypoglycaemia. This chain of events can cause a negative change in behaviour – a phenomenon sometimes referred to as being ‘hangry’, a combination of hunger and anger, largely caused by the change in glucose and adrenaline levels. Making sure that children avoid becoming overly hungry may have a positive effect on behaviour.


One thing that does certainly have an effect on behaviour is artificial additives or E-numbers. In 2007, a study found that the consumption of food containing any of the following six additives in particular significantly increased hyperactive behaviour in children between the ages of three and nine1:




	Sunset yellow (E110)


	Quinoline yellow (E104)


	Carmoisine (E122)


	Allura red (E129)


	Tartrazine (E102)


	Ponceau 4R (E124)





Common sources of E-numbers that may cause hyperactivity in children include breakfast cereals, crisps, sweets, fish fingers, juices and children’s medicines. If you think that your child may be affected, be sure to check the ingredients’ lists on product packaging.


But it’s not just additives that can negatively impact behaviour. Deficiencies in children’s diet can also play a part. In 2013, research on almost five hundred children aged between seven and nine years found that low levels of omega-3, long-chain polyunsaturated fats (LC-PUFA) were associated with increased behaviour problems, a lowered reading ability and poorer memory.2


If you suspect that your child’s behaviour may be worsened by dietary triggers, the place to start is with a food diary, noting everything your child eats and their behaviour daily over a couple of weeks. This can help to provide insight into any negative reaction to foodstuffs, particularly E-numbers. Analysing their diet can also help to highlight any nutritional deficiencies. Ideally, all of your child’s nutritional needs will be met via their diet. LC-PUFAs for instance can be found in oily fish, such as mackerel, salmon and tuna, as well as flaxseeds, which can be easily added to breakfast cereals. Many nutritionists suggest that if a child’s diet is low in LC-PUFAs they would benefit from omega-3 supplements, particularly if they are prone to hyperactive behaviour.


Lack of sleep


Have you noticed a change in your child’s behaviour when they are tired? Toddlers who have skipped a nap tend to be grouchy, short-tempered and sometimes clumsy. The same is true at any age. I can always tell when my teenager has had a late night for exactly the same reasons.


But how long should your child sleep for? Nobody really knows. At best, experts can provide fairly broad ranges for each age; however, sleep needs are unique and while some children survive perfectly well on eight hours’ sleep in a twenty-four-hour period, others may need nearer to twelve. The table below, based on advice from The National Sleep Foundation in the United States of America, is a good guide to sleep needs by age: Bedtimes that are too early, as well as too late, can mean that a child will not get enough sleep. If they are put to bed before their body is biologically ready for sleep, research shows that they take longer to get to sleep and are more likely to wake overnight.3 A good bedtime for children under eleven years of age is somewhere between eight and nine o’clock. Teenagers, on the other hand, are not biologically ready for sleep until much later. Research shows that the sleep patterns of thirteen- and fourteen-year-olds undergo a phase delay, a tendency towards sleeping at later times.4 This applies to both bedtime and wake time, with a typical sleep onset time of eleven o’clock at night. The problem here is that at this age most children still need at least eight or nine hours’ sleep per night, yet they are expected to get up for school. The early school start is at odds with their biological sleep needs, which invariably means that they go to school having had too little sleep – and this sleep deficit can create many behavioural problems.






	Age

	Average sleep need per twenty-four-hour period






	1–2

	11–14 hours






	3–5

	10–13 hours






	6–13

	9–11 hours






	14–17

	8–10 hours







In addition to bedtimes, the other major issue children struggle with when trying to get enough sleep is lighting. Research has shown that blue, or short-wave, light sources trick the brain into thinking it is still daytime and inhibit the body’s secretion of the sleep hormone melatonin.5 Any night lights in your child’s room that are not red (in terms of the light emitted) can inhibit their sleep. Red light is the only one that does not inhibit the secretion of melatonin. And it’s not just conventional lighting that causes an issue with sleep – screens such as televisions, smartphones and tablets also emit large amounts of blue light. So these devices keep children awake due to biological responses, as well as the obvious temptation to play on them. Screens have no place in your child’s bedroom, or even in the hour or two leading up to bedtime.


Environmental overwhelm


Have you ever felt truly overwhelmed by your environment? Perhaps a place filled with many different smells, loud sounds and lots of people bumping into you? I personally find the London Underground to be a bit of an assault on my senses and whenever I travel into London I am always grumpy and exhausted for the remainder of the day.


Many years ago I was exhibiting at a baby show in a very large hall which was lit by rows of spotlight tracks suspended from the ceiling, bathing everything in high levels of artificial light. My stall was located next to the stage where several product demonstrations and fashion shows took place throughout the day, all accompanied by loud music, while the smells of toiletries, aromatherapy and curry, from a nearby food stall, filled the air. At least a thousand people attended, jostling each other and navigating prams and buggies through the busier areas. At the end of each day’s exhibiting I went home with a pounding headache due to the sensory overload, while almost all of the visitors at my stall complained that their children were grumpy, grizzly and irritable, although most greeted me with, ‘Hi, I’m sorry, I don’t know why my child is so unhappy.’ I told them all to look up at the bright lights and imagine how they would feel if they were reclining in a pram or a buggy and staring at them throughout their visit. Then I asked them to imagine being surrounded by hundreds of pairs of legs bumping into them and trying to sleep through the throbbing music and the cries of other children in their ears. And then I asked if they would feel irritable in the same situation. Sometimes, stepping into the shoes of your child can give you all the answers you need.


Now imagine how your child feels when they start school for the first time at the age of four or five. At nursery or preschool they were used to a small space and probably fewer children. Once they start school they are, for one thing, the youngest, usually out of at least a hundred children. The buildings are bigger and the sounds amplified. Is it any wonder they struggle with feelings of being totally overwhelmed? Imagine also going through all of this again at the age of eleven. Starting secondary school is by far the most difficult transition for most children. If you found yourself in a new environment and battling to make sense of it all, you might find that you were grumpy and short-tempered at the end of the day too. And imagine that you’ve been trying hard to ‘keep it together’ all day, but that now you’re home, with those you love and trust, you can finally ‘let it all out’ and release your authentic emotions. So many children go through this when they start a new school, yet their parents don’t understand why they are irritable and ‘naughty’ when they get home. They complain of school reports that speak of a child who’s polite and mature, yet at home they are anything but. This behaviour is so normal – the child is finally home from nursery or school and feels it is safe to drop the façade in the presence of people they love and trust. For parents this can be hard to handle, especially if they believe that the child is being ‘naughty on purpose’. In fact, their behaviour shows what a great job the parents are doing, by making their child feel secure and supported enough to be able to show their true emotions.


Although most children will battle with feelings of being overwhelmed at specific points, there are others who struggle a lot on a daily basis. Research has shown that one out of six children experiences auditory and tactile sensory symptoms serious enough to negatively impact everyday life.6 Further research conducted in the USA has shown that one in twenty children experiences sensory processing disorder (SPD),7 often described as a disorganisation of sensory signals and responses in the brain, affecting different senses. Children with SPD may find it harder to process auditory or tactile stimuli or cope with sensations. This can manifest in either an over- or under-response. For instance, some children may find it very hard to cope with certain fabrics touching their skin, to the point where they find it unbearable. Some may find certain lighting or sounds disturbing and some may not process certain sensations, such as heat and cold, and thus expose themselves to dangerous situations. No one cause of SPD is known; however, it is likely to be a result of a combination of genetics and environmental influences and situations.


Symptoms of SPD are often found on a spectrum, with some more severe than others. As babies and toddlers, children with SPD are often described as ‘fussy’ or ‘very high need’. They can often struggle with sleep and eating and may cry to be held, but then arch away once in their parents’ arms. They can also often be extremely active, yet slow to achieve physical milestones; in the toddler years, toilet training can be very difficult. As they grow up, eating and sleeping problems may continue and they can experience more tantrums than average as they strive to cope with stimulation. Body contact with others can be challenging too and they are said to ‘over-react’ to different experiences. They can often seem to be unco-ordinated and find it hard to master fine motor skills.


Treatment for SPD is multi-faceted and often involves occupational therapy and a therapeutic, sensory-rich environment to help to challenge children in a fun and safe way. Many parents also report success with alternative approaches with complementary therapies. Sensory objects which can help a child to cope on an everyday basis, especially at school, include special ‘chewy’ jewellery, stress balls and ‘fiddle’ objects which aid concentration and fulfil their sensory needs in a socially acceptable way.


If you suspect that your child struggles with sensory aspects of life more than their peers, you may want to speak to your GP about the possibility of SPD. There are no specific points at which to explore further; usually your instinct is the best indicator.


Immature verbal communication skills


A child’s inability to communicate their feelings and needs verbally can increase the problems created by other triggers; however, it can also be a trigger by itself, even if no others are present.


Can you imagine how it must feel to not be able to communicate your viewpoints, opinions, basic needs and emotions? Even something as simple as letting someone know that you have a headache. Of course, this applies mostly to younger children, although all children can have problems with communication to some degree, whatever their age.


Babies communicate by crying; toddlers too. Tantrums are a classic example of toddler and preschooler communication. In all of these cases language development is lacking and so other methods are resorted to instead. But, you may ask, why don’t older children communicate verbally? Surely they have the language abilities to do so? While they may be able to speak or even write fluently, emotional communication remains one of the last skills to develop, and is one that even many adults struggle with. So if we sometimes find it hard to express how we feel, for want of the right words, how can we expect our children to be able to do so? Of course, this presumes that all children are in an environment where expression of feelings is accepted. But many are not. How many times have you heard adults say things like, ‘Big boys don’t cry’, ‘You’re OK now, stop crying’, ‘You big sissy’, or ‘Grow up; stop crying – you’re not a little child any more’? Unfortunately, I think these are more common than we would like to believe. We discourage the display of emotions so much in our society, it’s no wonder that children struggle to communicate effectively.


One of my favourite sayings is ‘All behaviour is communication’. All too often people dismiss unwanted behaviour in children as ‘naughty’. Many parenting experts and health professionals advise parents to ignore bad behaviour (and if it is deemed to be ‘attention-seeking’, this applies even more strongly). I would argue the reverse, however. If a child is desperately seeking parental attention, it makes no sense to ignore them. It is far healthier to give them the attention – remove the cause and you remove the behaviour. Too much parenting advice today disregards the cause of the child’s behaviour. If they are feeling a sense of dis-ease, at most you are limited to concealing their discomfort by punishing them for bad behaviour and rewarding them for good. The underlying problem doesn’t go away, and it will come back at some point in a different guise.


On the other hand, starting from the position of viewing behaviour as communication of a problem puts parents in a very different position: one of working with their children to solve the problem co-operatively, rather than punishing them for having a problem in the first place.


Psychological behaviour triggers


A lack of control over their own lives


Babies and young children have little to no control over their day-to-day lives. What do they really get to choose for themselves? Do they decide when they go to bed? What they eat? When they eat? How they spend their day? In most cases the control is in the hands of the parent.


Older children also struggle with a lack of control on an almost daily basis. Parents regulate how they spend their time, what foods they eat, what clothes they wear and even what their rooms look like. Most conversations between parents and children centre around the parent being in charge. This imbalance of power and lack of autonomy for the child can lead to them feeling oppressed, not listened to and angry. The result is the child desperately seeking some control in whatever way that they can, be it shouting, whining, violence, talking back, swearing and tantrums. (Chapters 8, 9, 10 and 13 all explore the link between seeking control and undesirable behaviour.)


Much unwanted behaviour, therefore, can be seen as the child’s desperate attempt at regaining some control over their life and asserting their autonomy. Toileting, eating and sleeping issues are most commonly linked to a control problem. Allowing the child to have as much control as possible (age-appropriate and safety allowing) can dramatically change things.


On the flip side there’s the idea of boundaries and limits. Giving a child more control does not mean permissive parenting. Children need boundaries and limits to feel safe and to know what is expected of them, and while it is their job to test them, it is our job as adults to set and enforce them. A child raised by a permissive parent can feel very insecure. So deciding on the appropriate boundaries for your family is an important part of parenting, and enforcing them calmly and compassionately is another.


Undesirable behaviour in others


Have you ever heard the saying ‘Monkey see, monkey do’? Shouting, swearing and hitting are all behaviours children pick up from us, their peers, other adults, television and other media. If we want to raise kind, polite and calm children, we have to be those things ourselves. If you yell at your children, there is a good chance that they will be yellers. If you smack your children for their wrongdoings, it’s likely that they will believe that it is OK to be violent towards others in the name of discipline. If this is the way you yourself were raised, it can be one of the hardest parts of parenting to overcome your own upbringing when it doesn’t match up with how you want to raise your children. If you want your children to grow with better qualities than you have, you have to rise above that part of your personality and model the behaviour you wish to see in them. This idea is so important that I have devoted a whole chapter (Chapter 15) to how you can be the person you want your child to be.


Why does your behaviour – and that of others around your child, both young and old – matter? In the 1960s, American psychologist Albert Bandura showed us the important impact of mirroring on children, particularly when it comes to violence, with his infamous ‘Bobo Doll’ experiment and, later, his theory of Social Learning. Bandura’s 1961 experiment involved seventy-two children (thirty-six boys and thirty-six girls) aged between three and six years old. The children were split into one of two experimental groups, each pairing a child and an adult. The first group was known as the ‘aggressive modelling’ one. Half of the children in this group were paired with an adult of the same sex as them and half with an adult of the opposite sex. The second group was known as the ‘non-aggressive modelling’ one and, once again, half of the children were paired with an adult of the same sex and half with one of the opposite sex. There was also a control group. All the children were led into a room with their adults. One side of the room contained a craft activity and the other half some small toys, a hammer and an inflatable doll, known as Bobo Doll. In all groups the children were told to not touch the ‘adult’ toys. In the aggressive group, the accompanying adults hit the Bobo Doll both with their hands and the hammer. In the non-aggressive group, the accompanying adults just played with the small toys and ignored the doll and the hammer. After ten minutes, the children were removed from the room and taken to a new one containing lots of different toys. After two minutes, they were told that they were no longer allowed the toys (this was done in order to build up frustration levels), but could play with the toys in the experiment room. The children were then led back to the original room, this time unaccompanied by an adult. The researchers observed how many times each child was violent towards the Bobo Doll, whether verbally or physically with the hammer.
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