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Praise for Sue Palmer


Detoxing Childhood


‘Sue Palmer began a national debate with Toxic Childhood . . . the follow-up, Detoxing Childhood, is a practical easy-to-follow guide about what children really need. Invaluable for parents, this book is also great for teachers and educators’


Child Education


‘Relax, chill out: doing easy, everyday tasks is the key to happy families. A comprehensive guide to defusing the negative effects of “toxic childhood syndrome”’


The Times


‘A compact, accessible and research-based “bible” in how to “detox childhood” . . . an ideal, if not essential, read for parents and all those working with children’


Early Years Educator (EYE)


‘A careful drawing together of much research as well as comment from parents, giving lots of tips on successfully parenting children in a society driven by consumerism and competition . . . an invaluable resource for all those working with children, with groups of parents in any situation and for community leaders. Sue Palmer sees “parent power” as the hope for childhood’s future and this book could be one catalyst to activate that power’


Home and Family


‘Do buy this immensely readable book. It stands out in analysis and practical advice. Where Sue Palmer excels is in her role as counsellor . . . she is clear-sighted yet not prescriptive . . . She explains children’s needs and stages of development and, without saying so, leads us to the obvious solutions’


Time for Parenting


‘A chilling insight into childhood in contemporary Britain . . . Palmer combines her personal experience with recent research findings to present a picture of the modern child’s condition. However, instead of just criticising the current state of affairs, she suggests how positive changes can be made, both in the home and through reform of national policies . . . It is understanding and provides warmth, wisdom and encouragement for parents’


Children and Young People Now


‘Sue Palmer’s follow-on from Toxic Childhood provides the perfect handbook for parents and anyone with children’s welfare at heart. Behind this accessible and simple read lies a drive and enthusiasm to work towards change’


What About The Children


‘[A] page turner . . . it offers a detox workout to change family life for the better’


Junior Magazine


‘Refreshingly free of psychobabble, Sue Palmer’s assessment of the problems facing young people and the solutions on offer ought to be available to all parents on the NHS . . . An optimistic and realistic attempt to stop the rot of the past few years, to regain control of our family lives and thereby give children a better start’


Western Morning News


‘Excellent and practical advice . . . spot on’


WriteAway


‘Parenthood can be the most exciting and rewarding time in one’s life but it can also be the most demanding and challenging. It is a sad fact that Britain’s teenagers have more problems than those in any other country in Europe. So what is going wrong? Why is there such an increase in childhood depression? Why are more and more young people suffering from stress? Why are behavioural problems on the increase? Why is there a rise in substance abuse, violence and self-harm amongst young people? Sue Palmer in Toxic Childhood explored the pressures and demands which affect children’s and young people’s emotional, social and physical development. In this text, the sequel, she offers a range of insights, ideas and practical advice showing how negative influences on children’s development can be defused. Every parent and every teacher should have this clear-sighted, immensely readable and accessible book to hand’


Gervase Phinn, author and former school inspector


‘This book has to be a ‘must’ for all parents of younger children in the twenty-first century. In a fast-paced world that is hard enough for adults to keep abreast with . . . Detoxing Childhood provides a refreshing antidote to many negative aspects of modern living, whist honouring many time-honoured and healthy child-rearing traditions. This really is a “back to basics” look at unravelling the many ways in which parents can provide a “proper” childhood to their cherished little ones . . . If the advice in this book is followed by the majority of parents and carers, what a happy and healthy younger generation we will have’


Jenny Mosley, education consultant and founder of Quality Circle Time





 


Praise for Sue Palmer’s


Toxic Childhood


‘Practical, sensible and eminently attainable advice on how to detoxify childhood’


Deborah Orr, Independent


‘A super child-rearing manual, founded in science, bolstered by much reading, a lot of interviews and a long career in education’


Times Educational Supplement


‘Sue Palmer’s Toxic Childhood is extensively researched, fluently written and easily read. It is a guidebook for parents, grandparents and all who care about present and future generations, as well as being an academic work in its own right’


Tribune


‘A splendid book that draws together a vast swathe of the most authoritative research from a whole range of fields and disciplines . . . that together explain “the worsening behaviour of children and the explosion in numbers of special needs pupils”’


The Mother magazine


‘I could not put it down. It seemed to pull together all my worries about young children growing up in a fast-changing world, and yet . . . the book is in fact very positive. The research it has drawn upon makes it a very powerful read. And, of course, it is written by a good writer in a very accessible way’


Early Childhood Practice


‘A fascinating account of the problems facing kids today . . . contains solid parenting advice on subjects ranging from diet to childcare’


Sainsbury’s Magazine


‘All too often we are told what is wrong with society/parenting/environment and more, but seldom told how we can so something to redress the balance . . . This is what the author set out to do, and she has succeeded.


www.familyonwards.com


‘A terrific book . . . and so timely’


Anne Fine, author and former Children’s Laureate


‘Just what we all need to be reading. The levels of anxiety about our children are reaching new highs and we desperately need this kind of careful analysis’


Dr Rowan Williams, Archbishop of Canterbury


‘This is a compelling book, well researched and authoritative, with powerful messages in each of the chapters, and practical suggestions that are both helpful and realistic’


Marion Dowling, President of the British Association of Early Childhood Education


‘Essential reading for all those who work with children. It has fascinating and sometimes startling revelations about the damaging influences on the young within our society and offers some practical and very readable ideas and recommendations for all those who endeavour to give children the very best we can’


Gervase Phinn, author


‘Almost every page in this book raises something compelling about the way we are treating children. It is a worrying book, but not unhopeful or unhelpful, and everyone concerned with children can rest assured that Sue Palmer is on their side’


Carousel


‘Both refreshing and honest . . . objectively considers an array of disciplines surrounding childhood and their underlying side effects. Then it integrates them and develops a clear and common goal for parents and others alike to jointly tackle the toxic environment that children are being exposed to . . . Blame is not an issue of this book; it is about change and investing in the pivotal emotional needs of the young’


What About The Children?


‘Every parent should read this book, as it does contain a wealth of information you should know’


Evening Herald


‘One of the most talked about books on the market. . . teems with perceptive observations and sound advice’


Family Bulletin


‘A brilliant book, Toxic Childhood, demonstrating how deprived children bear the brunt of rapid social change, and the knock-on effect this has on Britain’s streets, schools and crime rate’


The Week
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Author’s Preface
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During research for my book Toxic Childhood and in the months after its publication I met a great many experts on aspects of children’s development. Like me, they were worried about the way side effects of modern life were affecting children. In September 2006 Dr Richard House, a specialist in child mental health, and I collected the signatures from 110 of them for the following letter to a national newspaper:


As professionals and academics from a range of backgrounds, we are deeply concerned at the escalating incidence of childhood depression and children’s behavioural and developmental conditions. We believe this is largely due to a lack of understanding, on the part of both politicians and the general public, of the realities and subtleties of child development.


Since children’s brains are still developing, they cannot adjust – as full-grown adults can – to the effects of ever more rapid technological and cultural change. They still need what developing human beings have always needed, including real food (as opposed to processed ‘junk’), real play (as opposed to sedentary, screen-based entertainment), first-hand experience of the world they live in and regular interaction with the real-life significant adults in their lives.


They also need time. In a fast-moving hyper-competitive culture, today’s children are expected to cope with an ever-earlier start to formal schoolwork and an overly academic test-driven primary curriculum. They are pushed by market forces to act and dress like mini-adults and exposed via the electronic media to material which would have been considered unsuitable for children even in the very recent past.


Our society rightly takes great pains to protect children from physical harm, but seems to have lost sight of their emotional and social needs. However, it’s now clear that the mental health of an unacceptable number of children is being unnecessarily compromised, and that this is almost certainly a key factor in the rise of substance abuse, violence and self-harm amongst our young people.


This is a complex socio-cultural problem to which there is no simple solution, but a sensible first step is to encourage parents and policy-makers to start talking about ways in which we can improve children’s well-being. We therefore propose as a matter of urgency that


– public debate be initiated on child-rearing in the 21st century


– this issue should be central to public policy-making in coming decades.


The letter brought a flood of support and sparked a debate on childhood – not just in the UK but worldwide. It seemed that ‘experts’ weren’t the only people feeling worried about the effects of a 21st-century lifestyle on children’s development. But the plight of children in the UK is particularly alarming – in spring 2007, a report by UNICEF on a wide range of measures of childhood well-being found that British children are the unhappiest in the developed world.


All this made me want to write a short, easily accessible sequel to Toxic Childhood, showing parents how the negative influences on children’s development can be defused. As a parent, I know that child-rearing doesn’t leave much time for reading. And as an essentially optimistic soul, I’m much happier highlighting positive ways to detoxify childhood than stressing the negative effects of toxicity.


So Detoxing Childhood summarises the evidence and expands the advice for countering toxic childhood syndrome, gathered from experts around the globe. It is not an academic book, so I have not included references to the vast amount of research underpinning these recommendations – readers in search of an evidence base should consult Toxic Childhood. But it is – I hope – a much quicker, easier, more practical read than my original book.


In pulling these ‘detox’ suggestions together, I’m deeply indebted to:






	the many academics who advised me, during the Toxic Childhood research and since publication


	the thousands of parents and teachers I’ve met over the last year, who have provided practical insights and ideas for detoxification.








It would be hopeless trying to list them all and, anyway, in most cases I fear I have no idea of their names, so this book contains no specific acknowledgements. It is, however, dedicated to those academics, teachers and – above all – parents, with huge admiration for their work in the vital task of detoxing 21st-century childhood.


Sue Palmer


www.suepalmer.co.uk




Introduction
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In the last 20 or so years, the lifestyles of UK families have changed beyond recognition.


Back in the mid-1980s, all-day TV was a novelty, few families owned a computer, and the phone was tethered by a wire to the wall. Mum was usually at home (and in the kitchen), while children played games outside.


Two decades later, most families have 24-hour multi-channel TV coverage, access to the whole world via the internet, and mobile phones that also take photographs and record videos. The majority of mothers are out at work – with knock-on effects on the family diet and routine – while children are more likely to be indoors, watching TV or chatting on MSN. Play now happens indoors on a PlayStation, games on a Gameboy.


The speed of technological and cultural changes has been so fast that we haven’t really had time to think about it. And since, for most adults, the changes have been generally welcome, we haven’t really bothered to think. But it’s now becoming clear that some aspects of modern life are seriously damaging our children.
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© THE SPECTATOR


The trouble is that our lifestyles may have changed, but the basic blueprint for the human brain hasn’t – evolution is a very slow process. So today’s children are still the same small, vulnerable creatures that they’ve always been and, in order to grow up bright, balanced and healthy, they still have the same basic needs.


What do children need?


The way human beings develop depends largely on our genes; our bodies and brains are ‘hard wired’ for certain types of behaviour. For instance, unless there’s something seriously wrong, all children learn to walk and talk.


But the way we bring up children also affects development. Even those with perfectly wired brains need to practise walking and talking – if they don’t have enough opportunities to move or communicate, they won’t make as much progress as they should.


So what do children need to grow into bright, balanced adults? Over the last few decades scientists have learned a great deal about the workings of the brain, identifying four major strands to human development through childhood. These four strands (as below) aren’t independent of each other – they overlap and interweave. If a child’s daily routine supports their development, that child should grow steadily healthier, more balanced and better equipped in every way to make his or her way in the world.


But if a child’s lifestyle doesn’t support this overall development they may well have problems as they grow older.
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Physical development


For body and brain to grow strong and healthy, children need a warm, safe home, good wholesome food, fresh air and exercise, and plenty of sleep. These are the basics upon which all other development depends.


Emotional development


To develop the emotional resilience needed to thrive in a complex modern world, children need to feel loved, valued and secure. This starts with a strong attachment bond between mother and child (see here). As children grow, they need a balance of warmth (loving attention) and firmness (clear boundaries for behaviour) to keep them safe. The inner sense of security this inspires helps develop a resilient child with high self-esteem and staying power.


Social development


Social development is also rooted in a secure, happy family life. Then, as children grow older, they need to mix with a wider range of people – and especially to play, without too much adult interference, with other children. This is how they learn to get along with other people. They also need to learn how to behave in institutional life, starting with school, and to balance their own needs with the needs of society as a whole.


Cognitive development


Cognitive development (the capacity to think and learn) is dependent on physical, emotional and social experiences. From their earliest days, children need






	first-hand experiences of their world – seeing, hearing, touching, smelling, tasting, exploring – to spark their curiosity and support understanding


	plenty of interaction with the important adults in their lives, including songs, rhymes and stories to develop language skills


	opportunities for creative, imaginative play, including play with other children.








Gradually, as firm physical, emotional, social and linguistic foundations are laid, they become ready for more formal learning at school. This includes the three Rs of reading, writing and reckoning, important for further cognitive development.





The loss of child-rearing wisdom


Part of the problem with modern child-rearing is that as women’s roles in society have changed essential knowledge has been forgotten.


In the past, bringing up children was always ‘women’s work’, and through the centuries women learned a lot about their charges. Information about children’s needs was passed from mother to daughter, backed up by grandmothers and other ‘wise women’ in the local community.


In the revolutionary change of the last few decades, much of this ancient wisdom has disappeared. As families and tight-knit communities splintered apart, the chain of information was broken. And as women gained in education and independence, they left the home for the workplace. By the end of the 20th century, no one valued traditional ‘women’s work’ – and anyway, the world was changing so rapidly that ancient wisdom didn’t seem to apply any more.


Gradually, however, science has confirmed that much of the ancient wisdom was true. In a fast-moving, technology-driven society, many children’s developmental needs are not being met. Instead, unintended side-effects of modern life swirl together to create ‘toxic childhood syndrome’ (as below).
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“Your mother and I are feeling overwhelmed, so you’ll have to bring yourselves up.”





Physical toxicity


A great many – probably a majority – of our children have developed a taste for unhealthy food and a couch-potato screen-based lifestyle, and have related problems with sleeping.


Emotional toxicity


When parents are busy juggling work and domestic responsibilities, children often miss out on the family time that breeds emotional security, including early attachment (see here) and regular routines for mealtimes, bedtimes and so on. In a confused and confusing world, many parents now find it difficult to set and maintain firm boundaries for their children’s behaviour. Exposure to screen-based violence can be emotionally destabilising, and family breakdown – massively on the increase – can cause serious and long-lasting distress.


Social toxicity


Lack of family time and involvement can mean children aren’t as well prepared for social life outside home. And since they seldom play unsupervised they don’t learn naturally how to make friends, take turns and deal with problems. Growing up in an electronic village rather than a real one means they’re influenced as never before by marketeers, unsuitable role models and celebrity culture.


Cognitive toxicity


Instead of first-hand, real-life experiences, many children’s lives are now built around screen-based entertainment. Less time spent with real-life adults and playmates means poorer language development and, in a consumer culture, creative play has often given way to ‘toy consumption’.


Conditions may be no less toxic once children start school. In today’s competitive world many schools have been turned into ‘standards factories’, driven by government tests and targets; teachers don’t have the time to provide opportunities for play and talk. And health and safety regulations coupled with fear of litigation have curtailed first-hand experiences such as outdoor education and field trips.





Too much too soon?


The loss of wisdom about childcare has led to another problem. In a quick-fire quick-fix culture, it’s easy to imagine that children can grow up faster, too. But children develop over time; you can’t speed up the growth of an organism as complex as a human being.


In terms of physical growth, this is obvious. Babies start off tiny and grow bigger with the passing years – no one would suggest stretching children on a rack to make them grow more quickly. But psychological growth happens out of sight. Children’s emotional, social and cognitive development isn’t so obvious. The only gauge of their maturity is their outward behaviour, and this is often misleading.


For instance, all children want to seem grown-up, so they copy adult actions and language even though they don’t really understand it. Today’s children see and hear plenty of adult models on TV, and they’re quick to pick up streetwise behaviour and catchphrases that make them appear old beyond their years. They are also deeply influenced by the contemporary culture of ‘cool’. This decrees that, at all times, you must seem unconcerned and worldly wise: however unsettling you find something, you mustn’t let on. So even though many children are emotionally unsettled by the stuff they see on TV (especially frightening items on the news) or domestic dramas at home, they appear to be fine, accepting everything we throw at them with a sophisticated shrug.
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“How expensive would it be to just skip practice and get right to perfect?’


Most parents quite like the thought that their children’s minds are maturing faster. ‘Kids today grow up so quickly,’ we say, proud of our offspring’s apparent sophistication. But genuine emotional resilience and social competence are not so quickly won. They develop gradually through confidence in dealing with the real world and satisfying real-life relationships with family and friends. Today’s children may look and act big, but often they are extremely fragile inside.


Our tests-and-targets educational system adds to this ‘too much too soon’ mentality. In an increasingly competitive world, government ministers urge schools to start children on formal learning earlier and earlier. To politicians it seems a good idea to push children to achieve more when they’re young, so they get ‘a head start’ on children in other countries. In fact, concentrating on children’s cognitive development at the expense of other aspects of psychological growth can be deeply damaging in the long run.


In fact, attempts to speed up cognitive and emotional development almost always end in tears, perhaps many years down the line. Antisocial behaviour and mental health problems in the teenage years (such as binge-drinking, drug abuse, depression and anorexia) usually have their roots in childhood stress. It is no coincidence that Britain now has worse problems among teenagers than any other country in Europe.


Childhood is not a race


This is not to say that we should hold children back. Holding them back would be just as harmful as expecting them to run before they can walk, or to write before they can talk. We need to encourage interests and nurture progress. But we also have to recognise that children are different and develop at different rates.


Some differences are down to our genes. For instance, boys and girls develop in different ways at different speeds. The male of the species was originally destined to spend time out hunting on the open plains rather than communicating back at camp, so boys tend to be slower at language and more interested in outdoor physical play. With time, loving attention and the right sorts of experiences, they’ll eventually be just as good as girls at communication and small-scale ‘indoor’ skills. Similarly girls, when given support, praise and opportunities to practise, can equal boys in risk-taking and large-scale physical coordination.


But in a competitive consumer culture, 21st-century parents tend to want our children to be the quickest, the cleverest, the winners. So instead of giving them the chance to develop into well-rounded, balanced human beings, we turn childhood into a competitive struggle.


Of course, competition can sometimes be healthy; it’s a key force behind human progress. But collaboration is important, too, and in the past mothers used to discuss their problems and swap advice around the tea table or in the washhouse. As competitive consumerism grew during the 20th century, such collaboration waned, and as women honed their competitive skills in the aggressive masculine world of the workplace, it all but disappeared.
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Children have often become an extension of their parents’ ambition, to be cheered on in a competitive race. But this is a race in which both winners and losers can suffer. Children pushed to achieve for their parents’ benefit may win in the short term, but if they’re pushed too hard the emotional stress can lead to long-term harm. As for the losers – well, all too often they just give up the unequal struggle and find some other way to assert their individuality.


In a wider social context, competitive parenting creates an ever greater divide between haves and have-nots. Middle-class parents frantically trying to ensure their own offspring emerge as winners have little time to worry about the effects of the system on children from disadvantaged backgrounds. They start worrying ten or fifteen years later, when these ‘born losers’ have turned into hoodies hanging menacingly round the shopping centre, drug addicts relying on crime to feed their habit, or teenage mothers clogging up the benefits system.





Our fundamental problem today is a lack of common feeling between people – the notion that life is essentially a competitive struggle. With such a philosophy, the losers become alienated, and even the winners can’t relax in peace.


Lord Richard Layard, professor of economics





And it’s not just competitive politicians or parents that cause this damage – it’s our competitive culture. Growing up in an electronic village, children themselves are soon caught up in the race, convinced by marketeers that success is measured in consumer ‘must-haves’. Many children now believe that what you are is what you own, a philosophy that breeds happiness for neither winner nor loser.


Can we detoxify childhood?


Fortunately, the human brain is a remarkable organ, and even when something goes awry it can usually be reprogrammed to overcome the problem. We can detoxify childhood. But first we have to acknowledge that something is wrong. At present, some parents refuse to accept that contemporary childhood is anything other than perfect.


Their reluctance may be due to fear of seeming old-codgerish (people have been saying that ‘the younger generation is going to the dogs’ since Cain killed Abel) and suggesting that the modern world is somehow ‘bad’. But you don’t have to be a grumpy old person or a raving technophobe to recognise that even the greatest leaps forward in human progress can bring with them unintended side effects.


Some people – especially women – may fear that addressing the problem means going back to the childcare arrangements of the past, when mothers were trapped by marriage and custom into a lifetime of domestic drudgery. But if we’re seriously to detox childhood for the 21st century, we have to find ways forward that enhance the lives of men, women and children.


It’s also easy to fall into paralysing fatalism. The problems seem so wide-ranging, so ingrained in our culture – how can we change the behaviour of marketeers, media magnates, big business? But ours is a very enterprising species – we’ve overcome far worse problems in the past. In fact, it’s less than two centuries since Britain underwent several decades of massive social and technological change called the Industrial Revolution. While this brought great advances, it also caused terrible suffering, especially for children. But as people woke up to the problems, they found ways round them, leading to massive improvements in all children’s lives. There’s no reason why we can’t do this again, and with the benefit of new technology, we should be able to put things right much more quickly.


Parental love is the greatest force on the planet. When parents know what’s good for their children, and what does them harm, they will act. With any luck they’ll act collaboratively, and influence others in society to act, too. By detoxing childhood, we could detox the whole global electronic village.


So why not start today?




Section 1


Detoxing Parenthood
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“Before we begin this family meeting, how about we go around and say our names and a little something about ourselves.”




Twenty-first Century Parents
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Being a parent has always been hard work. Looking after children is physically and emotionally draining, it goes on 24 hours a day, 365 days a year, and the stakes – in terms of your offspring’s future happiness – are high.


But being a parent in a fast-moving electronic global village is harder than ever. Most parents today are trying to juggle the job with similarly exhausting paid employment. They’re also fighting a constant battle against marketing and peer-group pressures, they’re bombarded with worrying news and statistics about children and – as toxic childhood syndrome spreads – they’re blamed by government and the media.


So it’s not surprising if parents feel battered and browbeaten. Or that, since many of the causes of toxic childhood syndrome seem beyond their control, they’re also bewildered about how to get out of the mess. But for the sake of their children, and the world those children will grow up and live in, parents have to get their act together. Detoxing parenthood is the first step to detoxing childhood.


Parents in charge


This chapter looks at how 21st-century lifestyles make it more difficult for parents to meet children’s needs in terms of diet, sleep, day-to-day family life, exercise and play. It gives some suggestions for detoxing children’s lives, expanded from the expert advice in Toxic Childhood.


They are only suggestions. All children are different – some need more warmth or a firmer hand than others. This is why following the advice of parenting experts, especially those who lay down very hard and fast rules, can sometimes be counterproductive. Parents have to make their own decisions about the best ways to handle their own children. To make good decisions they need to know






	what children need for healthy development


	how modern life can prevent these needs being met.








The parental balancing act


There’s now a huge body of research showing that to raise happy, resilient children in a modern democratic society, parents need to balance warmth with firmness.
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If you can achieve this balance, you’re an authoritative parent, and your children are likely to feel good about themselves, to get along with other people and to behave well at school. As they grow older, they develop self-discipline, which means they enter their teens able to make their own decisions and resist temptation.


So it pays to be authoritative. But it’s not easy to achieve the balance, as you have to make constant adjustments depending on the circumstances.


What if you get the balance wrong?


Parents who are firm but not warm are authoritarian. Their children may be well behaved at home, but lacking in self-esteem. Since they never learn to think for themselves, they’re likely to go off the rails when the parent isn’t there, particularly in the teenage years.
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Parents who are warm but not firm are indulgent. Their children usually have high self-esteem – sometimes too high. They may have problems making and keeping friends, or following rules, since they see themselves as more important than other people. They are also likely to lack self-discipline, and thus are prey to temptation and peer pressure during the teenage years.
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