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When I wrote my first book, some twenty-three years ago, I did so with a fair amount of apprehension. After all, I had never written a book before. The result was a slim monograph for graduate students that reported the results of my first independent research with babies during their first six months of life.

My second book, which followed just two years later, was the first of three reports on a large and expensive research study I was directing called the Harvard Preschool Project (1965-1978). At that time I was directing a staff of seventeen people, all focused on one question: “How do experiences affect the development of a child’s abilities during the first six years of life?” The findings of that research have been of central importance for all the work I have done since. At that time, like any person directing a sizable research venture, I was obliged to report quickly and regularly on our findings. That book was written to further science, and frankly, my own and my colleagues’ academic careers. Like the first, it was not written for popular consumption, but rather for other researchers interested in the subject of human development, and for college courses.

My third book was The First Three Years of Life, written in 1974. I was very excited at the prospect of writing that book. Having already spent nine years directing a huge, unprecedented research project and having the joy of observing a large number of parents and children in everyday situations—in homes, on playgrounds, and in nursery schools—I was certain I could help parents and their babies. What a privilege! What an exhilarating prospect!

The First Three Years of Life has been in print continuously since 1975. Now in its third edition, it has been published in nine foreign countries and read by millions of people. The success of that book and, in particular, the fact that so many families have found it helpful in raising their children have been enormously gratifying.

My second book for general readers, published a few years later, was called A Parent’s Guide to the First Three Years of Life. It listed the most common questions parents had asked me since the publication of The First Three Years, along with my answers. The book was a good idea, but it certainly did not represent an exciting conceptual breakthrough.

And now we come to this book. Once again I am very excited, for I am sure, that a large percentage of parents, particularly those expecting or raising their first child, will find solid help here. From my travels around the country and my intensive work with families in our New Parents as Teachers program, I know how widespread the need is for a book to help parents avoid raising an unpleasant, overly self-centered three-year-old child. Repeatedly, we have found it essential to counsel parents that they will have much less trouble nourishing the intellectual abilities of their child than they will with developing the social skills that create a child who will be a pleasure to live with. It has been my observation that few experiences in life bring the joy that the secure, socially capable three-year-old gives to parents. This book can help you achieve that wondrous outcome. What that means is that the typical difficulties that occur during the inevitable negativistic period of the second year of life will, be reduced. During the third year of life, the very unpleasant behaviors characteristic of a spoiled, tantrum-throwing child will be virtually nonexistent. Your two-year-old won’t struggle with you. Your child will be delighted with life just about all the time and will find it much easier than it might have been to form her first friendships. Finally, you will have started your child on a solid path toward developing into a secure, loving adult. Realizing only a modest fraction of these benefits wouldn’t be a bad return for a few hours of reading, so read on.
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ABOUT two years ago, one little boy made a special impression on me. Because his family was participating in our New Parents as Teachers program, I was able to watch Dennis develop from shortly after his birth until the end of his twenty-sixth month. At five months of age he was already very special. He had a glorious smile, which he flashed with great effect to everyone. Though not at all handsome, he had a dynamic, vivacious quality that was totally endearing. Clearly, he was very happy to be alive!

At two years of age, Dennis had turned into an extremely unpleasant tormentor of his parents and his younger brother. In a home visit I made at that time, he provoked his father continuously throughout the hour I spent with them. We spent the time in their kitchen, and Dennis very quickly began to demonstate that he knew exactly where to go and what to do to get immediate attention from his dad. He went to the water cooler and started pressing the button to drain the water. It was obvious that many such episodes had preceded this one and that Dennis already had been scolded repeatedly about this behavior. So he was not at all surprised when his father told him to stop what he was doing; indeed, he clearly expected this response. Clearly, he had trained his father well.

No sooner was Dennis pulled away from the water cooler than he moved to the table where his six-month-old brother was lying in an infant seat. Confident his father was watching him, Dennis took a poke at his brother and, sure enough, his father yelled at him to stop. I’m quite sure that if his father had ignored him, he would have been puzzled and would have poked his brother again.

Dennis’s next target was a kitchen cabinet, where he began to smear food on the door. During each step of this routine, he was scolded and partially restrained by his embarrassed (and harassed) father, but he would hesitate only momentarily before taking off in the direction of more mischief. His knowledge of ways to get his father to pay attention to him was vast. He knew every button to push. Such behavior requires a good mind, but that’s not much consolation to a parent who has to put up with the behavior day after day.

This kind of pattern of rapid, sequential annoyances is not at all unusual in the third year of life. It usually surfaces at about twenty months and grows steadily in the weeks that follow. By twenty-four months of age many children have honed the process into virtuoso form.

I have absolutely no doubt as to how this wonderful five-month-old, developed into a really unpleasant two-year-old. I had a ringside seat. I watched it happen, and have no doubt either about how it happened or how it could have been prevented. By no means was it inevitable.

When I read analyses of the so-called “difficult” child, examples such as that of the two-year-old Dennis come to rnind. I have no doubt about the existence of inborn factors that contribute to the development of personality. My staff and I, however, have been privileged to watch the personalities of substantial number’s of children take shape during their early years of life, especially during the period between eight and twenty-four months, during which the more important effects of experience can easily be seen.

Parents living with a three-year-old who is causing them grief may find comfort in an explanation of their child’s distressing behavior that focuses on inborn temperamental qualities. I wish I could go along with such a position, but I can’t. I honestly believe that with very few exceptions, the common, extremely unpleasant behaviors of those three-year-olds we call “spoiled” were unknowingly taught to them by parents who loved them.

These are the children for whom the phrase the “terrible twos” was coined. An unspoiled child, on the other hand, does not have tantrums after his second birthday, except under extraordinary circumstances. Such a child will be happy most of the time, whereas the spoiled two-year-old will regularly find lots to complain about.

THE BASIS FOR THE INFORMATION IN THIS BOOK

It is very important for any reader of a book about babies and how to raise them to be well informed about the basis for the statements, descriptions, and recommendations offered. A peculiar and quite important quality of the field of parent education is that a wide variety of authors have written about the subject of raising babies. Among others, the list includes pediatricians, psychologists, social workers, parents, and grandparents. What they all have in common is an interest in helping parents provide the best possible experiences for their new children. All, therefore, focus on recommendations for the best parenting practices.

An interesting question arises: “How does an author become qualified to give advice on parenting practices?” Can you become an expert by raising one or more children? Not likely.* It is so hard to be objective about one’s own children. Then, too, how many can you raise? Not enough.

Can you become an expert on parenting by engaging in pediatric practice? At first glance, this looks like a more promising route, and some of the most widely used books on child-rearing have been written by pediatricians. But aside from medical school, a pediatrician’s principal source of knowledge about parenting is the well-baby examination. True, physicians hear a fair amount from mothers about what is like to be a parent during the typical fifteen minutes of discussion following a physical examination. They may also pick up additional information through reading. And, of course, a modest amount of attention is given to the topic in medical, school. Interestingly, however, and more to the point, direct exposure to the ongoing process of parenting is not a part of pediatricians’ training or their practice. Furthermore, their visits to the home are exceedingly rare, and when they do take place, these visits do not focus on parenting. My irreverent conclusion, then, is that most, if not all, pediatricians are not well qualified to write books on how to raise young children. Keeping a baby healthy? Yes. Monitoring growth? Yes. But guiding language development? Or knowing what to look for as the baby acquires social skills? Or guiding which methods of discipline to use as the infant evolves rapidly during the first years? Unfortunately, no.

Another indication of how shaky the basis for parenting advice can be is an experience I had last year. The Center for Parent Education, a small nonprofit agency I direct, was hired by a state department of education to provide inservice training for about seventy family educators. The supervisor of the various programs involved was aware of the possibility that her entire staff of workers might not have had fully adequate training in child development. My associates and I were to provide an intensive week of work.

In order to get a sense of where to start, I created a simple ten-item multiple-choice test. My plan was to administer the test at the beginning of the week and again when we finished.

Here are four items from the test:

 	Children first begin to become mobile (move around on their own) at:
 	What is the average age at which children say their first words?
 	What is the average age at which children understand their first words?
 	How long after babies can climb upstairs can they come downstairs safely?
 

As you can see, these questions deal with simple, basic information. Nothing fancy; nothing technical.

Since there were four choices available for each question, someone knowing nothing about babies could get a score of 25 percent on the basis of chance alone. Allowing for some disagreements about the correct answers, you might expect an experienced person who provides parent education to families to answer at least two-thirds of the questions correctly.

The average score for this group was 35 percent. I was somewhat surprised, but not dramatically so. Since 1976 my colleagues and I have held training seminars throughout the country that have been attended by over 25,000 professionals from education, medicine, social work, and related fields. I can assure you that this limited knowledge of basic facts is a widespread phenomenon. The problem is not limited to practitioners. Someone trained these people and someone wrote the books they read during their training.

In my judgment, to acquire genuinely useful, accurate information about parenting, no substitute exists for direct, systematic study of the process. Unfortunately, until very recently next to no work of that kind has been done. Even today, when it comes to the first two to three years of life, the parenting process usually occurs in the home. True, parents and babies do make occasional excursions out of the home, and substitute care, with increasing numbers of infants doing a lot of growing up out of their homes, does happen. However, if you want to know what parenting is like, there simply is no substitute for going to homes. You have to observe the ordinary actions of parents, in a systematic and accurate way.

Furthermore, it is obvious to anybody who seriously studies human development that one, two, three, or even four exposures to the parenting process in a home is nowhere near adequate. Why? Simply because when parents are being observed their behavior is always affected by the presence of the observer. At first, most parents try to get their baby to demonstrate her many talents. Some parents feel uncomfortable or nervous. So far, we have not figured out how to avoid completely what is known as the “observer effect.” If, however, observations take place repeatedly over many months, the behavior of parents seems gradually to become more natural and less strained.

Two other common approaches to the study of childrearing practices are the interview and survey methods, which use questionnaires. Both are quick and inexpensive, but I don’t have much faith in them. Parents find it very difficult to be candid about certain subjects, such as sibling rivalry. When we asked a mother of a three-year-old how the child felt about her eighteen-month-old younger brother, we were told, “Alexandra loves her brother. They play together so well! At times, however, it seems as if she doesn’t know her own strength.” We had been observing Alexandra and her brother at home, on a regular basis. It was clear that Alexandra regularly used all the strength she had in alternately trying to hurt her baby brother and protecting herself from his increasing aggressiveness. I think the subject was somewhat embarrassing for their mother. By the way, Alexandra’s behavior toward her baby brother is what we have seen in comparable circumstances in hundreds of homes, with very few exceptions.

If you want to acquire really solid information about the effects of various methods of discipline, you have to go to many homes and watch what happens when different approaches are tried with many children, in different family configurations and over many months, If you want to learn when children begin to watch television, you have to observe, in their homes, many children of different ages, over many months, to see when they actually begin to look at the set. Asking parents for such information is surely easier, but don’t count on it to be accurate.

The background for this book had its beginnings more than forty years ago when, in 1952, I made a decision to change careers. At that time I was in the army, working as a mechanical engineer. For many reasons, I decided to change my focus from machines to people. In particluar, I decided to address my energies to the question of where solid, caring people came from. The Greek philosopher Plato wrote that competence and goodness were related. He wrote that a capable person was more likely to be a kind person than was a person of limited ability. That notion always made sense to me, in spite of the fact that many conspicuous exceptions exist.

After leaving the army in 1953, I sought additional education, first in philosophy, then in psychology. Psychology as a discipline; was clearly more appropriate than philosophy for my interest in trying to understand more about how well-developed people got that way. On the other hand, I was struck by the remarkable orientation toward pathology in the field of psychology as it pertained to studies of development. In the 1950s, the principal theories in the area of personality and motivation derived from the work of Sigmund Freud. Reading the ideas of other outstanding theorists such as Harry Stack Sullivan and Erik Erikson was exciting and provocative. Yet something about the material left me unsatisfied.

When I finally began to learn about what in those days was called ego psychology, I found ideas that seemed more suited to my particular interest. Ego psychologists studied human strengths and psychological health rather than how to deal with neuroses. I was very much impressed by the work of Robert White of Harvard and Abraham Maslow of Brandeis University. Maslow so impressed me in his writings on the subject of “self-actualized” people that at the first opportunity I transferred my graduate studies to his program at Brandeis.

Whereas major thinkers such as Freud evolved their ideas about how people develop from their therapeutic work with patients in difficulty, Maslow took an opposite tack. He argued that in order for a scientific approach to human development to be sound, one had to study the lives of exemplary individuals as well as those in trouble. His subjects therefore included people like Albert Schweitzer, Eleanor Roosevelt, Mahatma Gandhi, and even Jesus Christ. After identifying a person as outstanding, Maslow would analyze what stood out in their various characteristic behaviors and qualities. I was excited by both his focus and his research approach. Eight, years later, it was his examination, of the lives of outstanding people that shaped the early work of the Harvard Preschool Project. The outstanding people I began to look at, however, were only six years old.

In 1957 I began my research on babies while working on a Ph.D. in psychology at Brandeis University That research, which focused on infants between birth and six months of age, continued until I was awarded my degree in 1960 and for some eight years afterward. I focused on the role of experience in the development of the very first abilities of babies.

Those of us interested in human development owe a huge debt of gratitude to the leaders of the American civil rights movement for their activities during the late 1950s and early 1960s. In my opinion, their insistent demands for more government action in the early education of children from poor families broke open the whole subject of learning and development (and child-rearing) in the first years of life. Spokespeople for low-income families pointed out that one of the great features of America was that you could be born poor and still make a good life for yourself and your family through educational achievement. Yet, they noted, too few children from low-income families did well in education. Drop-out rates were high. Going on to college was less likely than for children of the more privileged classes. Noting that poor educational achievement was often apparent when children began, school at five or six years of age, they demanded that the government do something about school readiness. The result was the creation of Project Headstart.

Soon after Headstart began, Sesame Street was initiated. It was sold on the basis that television could become a potent tool to assist the Headstart teacher. Whether it succeeded in that task or not, it certainly helped raise the level of consciousness of parents and many others about the significance of early learning, both in the United States and in many other parts of the world.

A result of that dramatic increase in interest in preschool learning was that, for the first time in history, huge amounts of money became available for research on the development of the child between birth and six years of age. Those resources made it possible for me to begin the Harvard Preschool Project in 1965. The Preschool Project was—and remains—unique. Seventeen people, working under my direction, set about to understand how experiences in the first six years of life affect readiness for formal education. We wanted to learn how to help a child become “educable.” After a few years, we began to refer to our goal as the development of “the competent” six-year-old.

One of our earliest tasks was to define what we meant by a competent or well-developed six-year-old child. The usual practice in child development research was to examine through a literature search what had already been established about a given subject. We assigned people to scour research reports of all kinds to find recorded descriptions of the qualities of well-developed six-year-old children. We were very surprised to learn that there were no such records anywhere. Some hints as to what we had hoped, to find were? in the pioneering work of Lois Murphy. Murphy and her colleagues had written two books on three-to five-year-old children they had been studying at Sarah Lawrence College. One of those books described their method of study, while the other provided a detailed history of one very nicely developed little boy. Otherwise, our search came up empty. We decided the only thing we could do was generate our own definition of a nicely developed six-year-old child.

It was at this point that we applied Maslow’s approach. We made arrangements with families and schools to observe substantial numbers of three- to six-year-old children in order to find the one child in thirty whom everyone would agree was indisputably a “competent” six-year-old child. I made it clear to everyone that I was interested in children who were outstanding in their social abilities as well as in their intelligence and use of language. (We took pains to avoid including in our group of competent children the occasional child who was obviously extremely bright but didn’t do well socially.)

Once we had gained access to a broad range of groups of children, we began systematic observations of their day-to-day behaviors. My staff and I repeatedly watched children from many kinds of families over a nine-month period in several settings—at preschools, in kindergartens, on playgrounds, and in their own homes. We came to a unanimous agreement on the characteristics in the behavior of wonderful six-year-olds that most distinguished them from average and below-average children of the same age. We were struck by how certain social behaviors stood out. These wonderful children were clearly different when it came to the way they interacted with other children and adults. Of course, they weren’t totally different, but the degree to which their social abilities had developed was always noticeably greater than that of their peers.

THE EIGHT SPECIAL SOCIAL ABILITIES OF THE DELIGHTFUL SIX-YEAR-OLD

With Adults

A wide variety of socially acceptable, effective attention-getting methods.

The ability to express feelings, both positive and negative, to adults.

Pride in achievement. They know they have talent.

The ability to use an adult as a resource, having first determined they cannot achieve a goal on their own.

The tendency to engage in make-believe or role-play activities.

With Peers

The ability to both lead and follow another child.

The ability to express feelings, both positive and negative, to another child.

The tendency to be competitive and to know what a “good job” is.

Those eight distinguishing characteristics, as seen in social interchanges, have for the most part stood up well over many years of research and parent-education work. Personnel familiar with three- to six-year-old children consistently confirm the accuracy of this picture.

In addition to the social characteristics that we identified as especially well developed in outstanding six-year-olds, a collection of nonsocial abilities were, of course, noted as well.

THE NINE DISTINGUISHING NONSOCIAL ABILITIES OF THE WELL-DEVELOPED SIX-YEAR-OLD

Good language development.

The ability to notice small details or discrepancies.

The ability to anticipate consequences.

The ability to deal with abstractions.

The ability to put yourself in the place of another.

The ability to make interesting associations.

The ability to carry out complicated activities.

The ability to use resources effectively.

Dual focusing—being able to maintain focus on a task while simultaneously keeping track of what is taking place around her.

A discussion of these nonsocial qualities can be found in The First Three Years of Life. To some extent they’ll be referred to in later sections of this book as they relate to the socialization process.

The Preschool Project not only had a large number of personnel, it also had a very broad scope. While social abilities forced themselves into our work early on, and remained a conspicuous part of it, they were only one of several major foci of the work. In our observations we used stopwatches to time the many different kinds of experiences children underwent. While we tried to build a complete picture of the moment-to-moment behaviors and surrounding circumstances of young children, we were also very much interested in the evolution of their interests, and, of course, we paid a good deal of attention to the many abilities they showed as they grew.

A major turning point in our research effort came as a result of our examination of the emergence of this seventeen-item picture of excellent functioning in the six-year-old child. After examining our records on children between two and one-half and six years of age, we agreed that the pattern of behaviors characteristic of the outstanding six-year-old could be found in children as young as three years of age. What seemed to happen between the third and the sixth birthday was the refinement of this remarkable pattern of behavior rather than the emergence of additional distinguishing characteristics.

A conspicuous example of this refining process was the development of the ability to take the perspective of another person. In Piaget’s pioneering work on mental function in children, the ability to see the world from the point of view of another person signaled the decline in egocentric thinking, the first form of thinking behavior. Piaget found that children routinely adopted what he called “socialized thought,” in which they attempted to speak so that the listener would understand what they were saying. In contrast, egocentric thought principally serves the purpose of trying to satisfy the speaker’s own needs. For a child to see things from another person’s point of view requires that he replace egocentric thinking with socialized thought. Piaget reported that socialized thought generally surfaced when children were seven or eight years old, but we routinely found that form of behavior in our outstanding six-year-olds. Surprisingly, we usually found instances of socialized thought in our outstanding three-year-old group as well. But we never found all seventeen distinguishing characteristics in children less than three years of age.

As a result of our attempt to track the emergence of this highly desirable behavioral style, we came to an important conclusion: We felt that if we could learn something about how, under the best of circumstances, children arrived at this style by their third birthdays, we would have learned something of great value. Logically, looking at the first three years of life seemed to make the most sense as our next research task.

The notion of the special importance of the first three years of life was supported by the research of others as well. Large numbers of studies of psychological testing have clearly indicated that with certain groups of children, performance on intelligence and language tests at age three predicts ability levels of such children in later years. In particular, this statement applies to two groups of children, those who at age three are well advanced and those who were clearly behind the average child. In other words, the child at three with the language and intelligence of a child four years of age or older was very likely to be well above average at age six and therefore be well prepared to begin elementary school. On the other hand, the child who was nine months or more behind at age three on these two basic abilities was likely to fall further behind over the next few years and to be unprepared to begin formal education at age six.

In addition, a rich history of studies of child development pointed to uniquely important developments that took place during the first three years of life. The first of those developments was language acquisition. Students of the process unanimously agreed that most basic language capacity emerged by the third birthday. On average, the consensus was that two-thirds to three-quarters of all words to be used in ordinary conversation, throughout life, are usually understood by that age.

Students of social and emotional development were equally convinced of the lasting significance of the impact of experiences during the first three years on a person’s emotional well-being and capacity to form close relationships throughout life. Finally, the work of Piaget and others clearly indicated that the emergence of thinking ability took place toward the end of the second year, and that advances and delays of lasting significance often became apparent during the third year of life.

For all of these reasons, we decided that we simply had to concentrate on the development of children during the first three years of life.

In the late 1960s, performing research on the first three years of a child’s life was very difficult. Group care for children of that age was not common. The approaches available to us were: interview data with parents, brief laboratory sessions with a baby, always accompanied by a parent, or work performed in the individual homes of children. I have never felt that interview data generated enough detail or that it was likely to produce accurate information. I also could never understand how one could study development in anywhere near adequate fashion by bringing a baby to the university. Rarely did that situation amount to more than one hour of contact. Piaget’s pioneering work with his own three children struck me as being the soundest approach. That work featured a very large number of observations and experiments with his children, in their own home, over many months. This approach to complicated, lengthy developmental processes, called “process monitoring,” is expensive, time-consuming, and laborious. Nonetheless, I believed then, and still do today, that it is the only suitable approach to the study of the development of a child during the first three years of life.

OEBPS/images/img01_1-2.png





OEBPS/images/img01_009.png





OEBPS/images/img01_1-5.png






OEBPS/images/9781439124178_ci_std.png
Raising a Happy,
Unspoiled Child

BURTON L. WHITE

FIRESIDE
Rockefeller Center
New York London Toronto Sydney Singapore








