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Smart Parenting,
Smarter Kids





ONE


Our Children’s Amazing Brains


The phone rang as I returned to my office.


“Hello, this is Dr. Dave Walsh,” I said as I sat down at my desk.


“Hi, my name is Eleanor Stephenson. My husband and I were at your seminar in Lake Crystal, Minnesota, a few weeks back. We found it helpful, and I wonder if you have a minute to give me some advice.”


“I’ll try,” I replied.


“Thanks,” she said. “Our son Jeremy is in second grade and we are having a problem with his teacher. I really need help knowing what to do.”


“What problem are you having?” I asked.


“Well, we had parent conferences the other night,” she began, “and Jeremy’s teacher told us that Jeremy had difficulty paying attention in class. I didn’t say anything, but I knew this couldn’t possibly be true. Jeremy can play video games for hours on end without blinking. It’s clear Jeremy can pay attention, so I think the problem is with his second grade classroom—it’s too boring. Do you have a suggestion for how I can handle this?”


“Well, Eleanor, there may be another explanation for what’s happening. It may not be the teacher’s problem. As a parent,” I said, “you, too, have probably noticed how hard it is to get your kid to pay attention to math homework, while he has no problem sticking with a video game for hours on end. This is explained by the way the brain pays attention. The brain is equipped with two attention systems. One, reactive attention, is located deep within the brain’s emotional center, automatic, instinctive, and involuntary. When something moves or is very stimulating in our environment, we automatically react and focus our attention, very handy when our ancestors needed to watch out constantly for danger.


“The second system is called ‘focused attention’ and is located in a different part of the brain, called the prefrontal cortex or the executive center, right behind our forehead. We use the focused attention system when we decide to pay attention. Unlike reactive attention, this one is not automatic. Focused attention is only developed with a lot of practice. It’s very important because we need focused attention to learn things that aren’t naturally stimulating. For example, word rhyming, a second grade reading skill, is not particularly exciting, learned only by listening closely, paying attention to word endings, and practicing words.”


Eleanor and her husband realized that their son’s reactive attention was engaged with video games, while his classroom work needed focused attention.


The distinction between reactive and focused attention is important to keep in mind—really important when we listen to teachers talk about their struggles to keep kids’ attention these days. We’ll explore in chapter 4 the important relationships between attention and memory and learning. For now this one example illustrates how recent brain science discoveries can help parents, teachers, coaches, or anyone interested in kids do a better job of raising healthy, successful children in the 21st century.


Parenting and our children’s amazing brains—that’s the focus of this book. I’ll explain what brain scientists have learned about children’s brains from prenatal development through the teen years. Whether you’re pregnant with your first child or trying to figure out why adolescents act the way they do, you’ll find important information and practical advice. The emphasis throughout will be on science made practical. The chapters will include checklists, tool kits, sample dialogues, conversation starters, and lists of dos and don’ts.


Unlocking the Brain’s Secrets


Consider a newborn’s three-quarter-pound brain and the teenager’s three-pound wonder: their brains control everything they do and who they are. As director of mundane but critical tasks like regulating body temperature and heart rate as well as higher functions like solving quadratic equations and falling in love, the brain works even when we’re sound asleep. While it occupies only 2 percent of our body mass, the brain burns 20 percent of our body’s energy. Only recently have we begun to discover how the brain really works or develops.


The brain is a particularly difficult organ to investigate. We can’t easily observe it, so we have to try other methods to explain the activity inside our heads. For centuries scientists devised theories, based not on direct observation of a living brain, but indirectly, on how people acted.


Sigmund Freud, for example, developed a very elaborate theory of brain functions from the behaviors he observed. After Freud’s ideas were published in the early 1900s, many others advanced their own pro- or anti-Freudian theories. Theories on the mind got so confused that mid-20th-century psychologist B. F. Skinner declared all these theories a waste of time. He called the brain the “black box” and claimed that behavior, not the mind, should be a scientist’s focus because we could measure behavior directly.


At the time, Skinner, the “father of behaviorism,” may have been right, but in the 1970s scientists invented machines including CT scans, MRIs, PET scans, and SPECT scans, that allowed researchers to peer inside the brain without harming it or its owner.


In the past forty years these machines have greatly improved and now provide high-resolution images, pulling back the curtain in front of the brain and enabling physicians to diagnose brain problems and dramatically improve treatment. We’ve also gained a wealth of information about the development and function of normal brains.


The new information about children and youth brain development is especially exciting. My book Why Do They Act That Way? A Survival Guide to the Adolescent Brain for You and Your Teen is entirely about how the teenage brain works. My previous book, No. Why Kids—of All Ages—Need to Hear It and Ways Parents Can Say It, pays special attention to the critical importance of self-discipline—how children learn to balance and manage the brain’s hardwired drive to seek pleasure. The book you are now reading expands my inquiries into children’s behavior to cover a wider range of brain-related topics.


We learn new brain secrets every day, and in the process even correct some mistaken beliefs. As recently as the mid-1990s, for example, students of the brain were taught that the only brain cells we will ever possess are the ones we are born with, that we never grow any more. Today, we know that isn’t true. The 1998 discovery of adult neurogenesis, the birth of new brain cells later in life, overturned that long-held theory.


Brain Science Saves the Life of a Teenager


Our friends Austin and Pam, parents of fourteen-year-old Jacob, benefited from this new brain information. The surprise neuroscience lesson happened one night while we visited over coffee and dessert.


“How are the kids?” I asked, as my wife, Monica, and I sat talking with them.


“Jenny is fine but Jacob’s driving us nuts,” Austin replied. “It’s almost like he’s had a personality transplant. He’s become more and more sullen, withdrawn, and grumpy. Our trip to Des Moines last week for my nephew’s wedding was miserable. All Jacob wanted to do all weekend was to listen to his iPod. He was downright rude to half the relatives.”


“Last night,” added Pam, “I asked him to take the garbage out after dinner. You’d think I asked him to clean the entire house. Jacob rolled his eyes, sighed out loud, and mumbled about doing everything around the house. I bit my tongue because I didn’t want to say something I would regret. He acts so annoyed whenever we ask him to do anything.”


Having survived three teenagers ourselves we had a pretty good idea of what was going on with Jacob. “Welcome to adolescence,” I tried, to lighten the mood a bit.


“Your kids were never like that,” Pam said as she looked at Monica.


“That’s just because you didn’t see them at home,” Monica replied. “Teenagers can be a little surly with adults, but they usually reserve the vintage collection for their own parents. I still remember all three kids’ predictable response when I asked for help: ‘Why do I have to do it?’”


“Parenting teens can be really difficult,” I chimed in. “It helps to try not to take it personally. Realize that right now his feelings probably confuse him as much as you. The issue is not really you,” I said. “It’s what’s going on in Jacob’s brain.”


“You mean hormones?” asked Pam.


“Hormones are only part of the picture,” I explained. “There’s a lot more going on in the teen brain than hormones. Brain science now tells us that adolescent brains are works in progress, a series of major construction zones. The changes going on inside their brains explain a lot of the moodiness, impulsivity, risk taking, and anger.”


Our neighbors’ response echoed that of many parents when they discover what brain science has learned about the teen brain. As Pam joked that night, “This little brain lesson might have saved the life of a fourteen-year-old. I was beginning to weigh a prison sentence against putting up with Jacob’s surliness. So do we just put up with him until his brain finishes growing?”


“Well, yes and no,” I responded. “Knowing what’s going on in Jacob’s brain can help us not take everything personally. On the other hand, we can’t become doormats for disrespect. Cutting teenagers some slack doesn’t mean a free pass for bad behavior. Adolescents need to learn accountability, too, and it’s our job to teach them. It’s a real balancing act.” We’ll explore more about the teen brain and how parents can strike that balance in chapter 10.


Brain Science 101


Austin and Pam had a ringside seat to one of the brain’s many growth spurts. A few brain basics will help us understand these spurts. The brain is essentially a vast electrical system. Right now, as you read this book, your brain is generating enough electrical power to light a twenty-watt lightbulb. That familiar lightbulb-over-the-head cartoon image turns out to be accurate after all. The basic unit of this electrical system is the brain cell, or neuron. While brain cells come in different sizes and shapes, they share a common structure, including a cable or axon with branches at each end. One set of branches is called dendrites and the other synaptic buttons. Electrical charges enter the neuron through one branch, zip down the cable, and exit out a branch at the other end.


The number of brain cells is quite impressive. An infant arrives in the world with about 100 billion brain cells, each with an average of ten thousand branches. A quick calculation reveals that the possible number of contact points in a newborn baby’s brain is one quadrillion. Trying to compute the possible number of match-ups with these quadrillion connections would stymie the most brilliant mathematician.


Consider this comparison. A piano has eighty-eight keys. How many possible songs or tunes can be composed with those eighty-eight keys in different combinations and sequences? Of course, the answer is “Who knows?” So if we can’t figure out the potential number with eighty-eight keys can you imagine the possibilities with one quadrillion? The late Nobel laureate Francis Crick, one of the co-discoverers of DNA, once said that the possible number of neural network configurations in one brain exceeds the number of atoms in the universe. The possibilities are limitless.


When a baby arrives in the world, however, only 17 percent of her brain cells are wired together. That leaves the rest—the vast majority—to connect in the days, weeks, months, years, and decades that follow. Two forces drive the wiring: genetics and experience. I like to think of genetics as the hard wiring and experience the soft wiring.


How a baby learns language provides a good example of the combination of hard wiring and soft wiring in action. As new parents know, their bundle of joy arrives perfectly capable of making noise. Vocalizing is hardwired. However, which of the world’s 6,500 languages a baby will eventually speak is not hardwired. Her language is shaped by her experiences, that is, the sounds she hears. (A whole chapter on how she acquires language follows later in this book.)


A child’s experiences are a key factor in how her brain gets wired. Neuroscientists have a phrase to underline the importance of experience in brain wiring: the neurons that fire together wire together. The more often neurons fire together, the stronger the connection becomes. Or as University of California, Los Angeles neuroscientist Jeffrey Schwartz puts it, “the survival of the busiest.” An elementary grade teacher drilling her students on basic math facts is an everyday example of this important brain principle in action. After a pupil repeats that 3 plus 2 equals 5 often enough the connection is made, and that fact becomes fixed in memory for easy retrieval.


I was explaining brain basics to a group of third graders at the Park Tudor School in Indianapolis recently and asked one little girl what her favorite sport was. “Tennis” was her immediate reply. “That’s a great example,” I said. “Tell me,” I continued, “what was it like when you first tried to play tennis?”


“I could barely hold the racket,” she said, smiling. “And I couldn’t even hit the ball.”


“Well, now that you’re in the third grade, how is your tennis game?” I asked.


“My dad says I’m getting pretty good,” she answered.


“How did you get from not being able to hold the racket to being pretty good?”


“I practiced.”


This little girl is a brilliant neuroscientist, because when we “practice,” the scientific principle “the neurons that fire together wire together” goes into action. Here’s my rule: Whatever the brain does a lot of is what the brain gets good at. That’s true whether we’re talking about studying math, playing the trumpet, or working on our tennis game.


Mental Experience Counts, Too


The brain isn’t just shaped by our actions. Even thinking wires the brain. When Alvaro Pascual-Leone was a scientist at the National Institutes of Health, he invited people who had never played the piano to be part of an experiment. After teaching them all how to play a simple tune, he randomly assigned them to two groups. The first group kept practicing the tune for two more hours. The second group just imagined playing the piece without so much as laying a finger on a keyboard. He mapped the brain activity of both groups before, during, and after the experiment and amazingly, the ones who had imagined playing the tune exhibited the same brain changes as those who had actually played. A pianist still needs to practice, but thinking had rewired their brains. When world-class athletes imagine their performance before the competition starts, they aren’t just concentrating. The neurological starting gun has already fired.


The Brain’s Growth Spurts


However, all experiences aren’t equal in wiring the brain. Some experiences are more important than others. Experiences with the greatest impact on brain wiring are those that happen during a brain’s growth spurts. “What’s a brain growth spurt?” you might wonder. Well, we know that our billions of brain cells wire together into circuits. We don’t know our total number of circuits, but we do know they develop in spurts at different times and speeds. While some spring to life, others are less active.


University of California, Berkeley neuroscientist Marian Diamond describes exactly what happens during a brain circuit’s growth spurt. A hardwired trigger sends the neurons’ branches, the dendrites, into a frenzy of growth. At the same time, experience swings into action. The branches that fire together connect while those that don’t fire eventually wither back and die like neglected, unwatered flowers in a garden. Scientists call the hypergrowth “blossoming” for obvious reasons, and they call the withering process “pruning.”


What’s doing the pruning is, of course, experience. Our experiences during a brain’s growth spurt affect the brain’s wiring more than at any other time during our life. The two nicknames “window of opportunity” and “window of sensitivity” highlight this importance, as a child’s brain’s greatest potential as well as its greatest vulnerability lies during these critical growth spurts. For example, the Japanese language doesn’t have the same “l” sound that we have in English, so young children learning Japanese don’t hear the “l” sound as we speak it in English. They don’t have a circuit wired to recognize or vocalize our “l” sound, and the circuit that does fire sounds like our “r” sound—so, when learning English, they might say that they pray, rather than play, video games.



Glial Cells



Although I will use the terms brain cell and neuron interchangeably throughout this book, neurons actually only make up about 10 percent of the cells in the brain. The other 90 percent are called glial cells, which comes from the Greek word for glue. We are only beginning to appreciate their roles. Until recently, scientists thought that glial cells did nothing more than provide structural support and a transportation route for raw materials and waste products for their more important neural neighbors. That thinking is beginning to change as glial cells’ role in the production of neurotransmitters, the chemicals that fills the gaps between neural branches, becomes clearer. I wouldn’t be surprised if further research reveals that glial cells are much more than supporting actors.


The Brain’s Chemistry Set


Neurotransmitters are one of two important groups of chemicals—the other is hormones—that play roles in how the brain works. My friend Pam mentioned hormones earlier when she was describing her adolescent son Jacob. Our body produces more than sixty of them in glands located throughout the body. Their job is to bring messages to various organs both inside and outside the brain. The technical name for the hormone system is endocrine, and since the brain is the master control center the entire network is often referred to as the neuroendocrine system.


Here is an example of the neuroendocrine system at work. You’re walking down the street when a huge snarling dog leaps a fence and races toward you with teeth bared. Nerve impulses from your eyes travel to your brain, and your brain immediately gets to work alerting the body to the danger. It instantaneously sends signals to the adrenal glands located way down by your kidneys, and these glands begin pumping out the well-known hormone adrenaline. The surge of adrenaline courses throughout your body increasing your heart rate and blood pressure and sending massive supplies of glucose to your muscles. This adrenaline rush is the classic “fight-or-flight” response, an inborn survival instinct. Seconds later the dog’s owner yells his name. The dog immediately screeches to a halt, reverses direction, and retreats back over the fence. Your cortex realizes the danger has passed, but because of the survival instinct unleashed by adrenaline, it may take a couple of minutes for your body to return to normal. Even though it turned out to be nothing, your neuroendocrine system has used hormones to ensure your survival. And it all happened in a fraction of a second.


The most commonly known hormones besides adrenaline are testosterone and estrogen. At last count scientists have identified sixty-seven hormones, and they are essential to everyday life. Part of the brain, the hypothalamus, serves as the master control for the endocrine system, telling the glands when to ramp up production of hormones and which ones the body needs. We’ll discuss hormones’ roles in later chapters.


The second group of brain chemicals, the neurotransmitters, is located in a microscopic gap left between the branches of two connecting neurons—also known as a synapse, the Greek word for gap. There is a stew of more than one hundred different chemicals, collectively known as neurotransmitters, swimming around in the synapse. They bear this name because their job is to transmit the electrical charge across the gap. They also bear the nickname “molecules of emotion” because they play such critical roles in our emotional life. I’ll explain the roles of different neurotransmitters like Dopamine and serotonin as we encounter them.


Brain Growth Throughout Life


My friend Al Peichel is ninety-five years old. Among his many interests are card games. A visit is never complete without a match of nickel poker or gin rummy. I learned long ago that I’d better pay close attention if I ever wanted to win a game. His mind is quicker, more agile, and more engaged than those of people half his age. I’ve learned to call ahead before dropping in for a visit because, likely as not, Al would be out or busy with his many social, service, and volunteer commitments.


Al Peichel is a living example of another brain principle: “use it or lose it.” While hardwired growth spurts are completed in the mid-twenties, the brain doesn’t grind to a halt once the blossoming and pruning are over. Brain cell branches continue to sprout the more we use them. Even though this book focuses on kids’ developing brains, adults can be encouraged by the fact that, the more we use the three-pound marvel on top of our shoulders, the healthier, sharper, and happier we will be—even into our nineties like my friend Al. That’s why renowned Swedish neuroscientist Torkel Klingberg says, “Our brain maps are forever being redrawn.”



It’s Not All Experience



Michael and Nancy have nine-year-old fraternal twin sons. Although the boys, together since conception, share a bedroom, are raised in the same way, attend the same school, and eat the same food, they couldn’t be more different from one another. “It never ceases to amaze me,” said Nancy during a recent conversation. “Kevin is outgoing, adventurous, sports loving, and loud. Paul is a quiet introvert who prefers a book to a football game on TV.”


I’ve highlighted the importance of experience in brain development, but Kevin and Paul remind us that hardwiring is a big part of the equation as well. Temperament and many personality traits are hardwired, and a growing body of evidence shows additional traits that are innate and not the result of experience. Take Tommy, for example.


Sheila, a single mother, struggles to cope with seven-year-old Tommy. Within minutes of our first counseling session together it was clear she had her hands full. “I’m exhausted,” Sheila sighed after reciting the litany of issues Tommy presented and listing all the parenting books she’d read and seminars she’d attended to learn about “spirited children.” “I spend ten times more energy handling Tommy than I do with his older brother and sister combined,” Sheila said.


After two sessions with Tommy and reviewing reports from his teacher and school social worker, I had a good idea of what to recommend to Sheila at our next session.


“After talking with him and reading the reports from his school I think that Tommy may have an attention deficit hyperactive brain. A lot of experts call this attention deficit hyperactivity disorder or ADHD. However, I don’t like the word disorder because it suggests Tommy has a defective brain. The latest brain research shows that kids like Tommy have a brain that’s wired a little differently, but it’s not a bad brain. In fact, some very successful people had brains just like Tommy’s, including Abraham Lincoln, John Kennedy, Winston Churchill, and Albert Einstein.”


“What makes you think Tommy has ADHD?” Sheila asked.


I looked at the page of notes I wrote before Sheila arrived. “Well, I see Tommy is very bright but impulsive. He has trouble sitting still, is impatient, easily frustrated, and frequently forgets or loses things. His teacher wrote that he often interrupts other students, is easily distracted, and has a lot of trouble paying attention. You also told me in our first session that Tommy was like this long before he got to school,” I asked.


“Absolutely. He came home from the hospital that way,” Sheila remembered. “So what should I do?”


“I’m not an expert in ADHD,” I responded, “but I know someone who is. I’d like you and Tommy to visit her and see what she thinks. If I’m right, she can help you with some specific strategies and possibly prescribe a medication that will help.”


Tommy’s problems didn’t mean Sheila wasn’t a good parent. “Your son is very lucky to have you as a mom,” I told her. “You’ve turned yourself inside out to be as good a parent as possible. Tommy was born with a brain that’s a little different. Once he learns how to manage it he might end up with some real advantages over other kids.”


Practical Brain Science


The purpose of this book isn’t just to describe new scientific findings or to explain interesting brain facts. My goal is to equip you with solid scientific information, over a range of topics, like exercise, nutrition, play, sleep, emotional intelligence, connection; information you can use in the most important job in the world: raising kids. Some discoveries in neuroscience confirm thousand-year-old parental wisdom while other discoveries will prompt us to make some changes tomorrow. Still other brain information helps explain behaviors that have puzzled parents forever, such as why friendly, easygoing kids like Jacob can turn into withdrawn, sullen, fire-breathing dragons overnight when they enter adolescence.


I will also separate sound science from urban myths. Brain science has spawned an entire industry of “brain products and programs” aimed at anxious parents. Some are good while others are modern-day snake oil.


Parent Tool Kits and Dos and Don’ts


I’ve included two items in each chapter to help you use the new scientific information: Parent Tool Kits and lists of Do and Don’ts. The Parent Tool Kits are sets of questions about knowledge, attitudes, and tips you need to parent with the brain in mind. The more you answer “yes” the better equipped you’ll be. When you don’t answer “yes” very often, you’ll find information in the chapter that will help you get to yes. Here’s a short sample set of questions to give you an idea of how the Parent Tool Kits work. Of course, the kits in the following chapters will be longer and more specific.




PARENT TOOL KIT


Parenting with the Brain in Mind






	Yes


	No


	 






	□


	□


	1. I believe that scientific information can help me be a better parent.






	□


	□


	2. I keep up with new information about children’s brain development.






	□


	□


	3. I’m open to new ideas to help me be a better-informed parent.






	□


	□


	4. Raising kids is the most important job in the world.










You’ll also find a list of Dos and Don’ts at the end of each chapter. These are suggestions—good starting points. Following the lists you’ll find a place to write down the things you want to continue and the things you want to change. The result will be your personal plan to nurture your child’s intelligence.


DO


✓ Talk with your spouse, partner, or as a single parent develop an agreed-upon list of desirable traits, qualities, and behaviors that you want your children to have.


✓ Learn as much as you can about your child’s brain development to gain realistic expectations of your child’s behavior.


✓ Relax. Parents have been doing a great job raising kids for many thousands of years.


✓ Get support from relatives and friends. Parenting is hard work.


✓ Remember that raising kids can be a delayed-gratification activity. The rewards we get along the way are bonuses. The real payoff comes when our kids turn out to be the kind of adults we can be proud of.


DON’T


✗ Don’t get taken in by every product or program that guarantees to turn your child into a genius.


✗ Don’t lose your sense of humor. Raising kids is too serious a responsibility to be taken too seriously.


✗ Don’t be too hard on yourself. All of us parents have times when we look back and wish we had handled a situation differently. Kids are resilient.


What do I want to continue?


_____________________________________________________


_____________________________________________________


_____________________________________________________


What do I want to change?


_____________________________________________________


_____________________________________________________


_____________________________________________________





TWO


How to Raise Your Child’s IQ


Just as all children in Garrison Keillor’s mythical Minnesota town, Lake Wobegon, are “above average,” we all hope that our children will reach the bell curve’s upper limits, especially for intelligence, whether we say it aloud or not. It’s no surprise that when I ask parents to imagine their children in the future, words like smart and bright inevitably make the list.


Many of my readers are anxious to learn if the secrets of brain science will guarantee smarter kids. You will happily discover that we have found the keys to intelligence, and you can have a major impact.


FAE—the Fundamental Attribution Error


Let’s start to unwind what intelligence means. I think you can easily answer these three questions:


Question 1. Why is Bill Gates so wealthy?


Question 2. Why were the Beatles so successful?


Question 3. Why do kids in Asian countries often outperform American kids in mathematics?


If you’re like most people, you probably answered something like this: “Bill Gates is a genius who figured out how to translate his natural talent into a profitable business.” “The Beatles were incredibly gifted musicians.” Or “People from Asia must have a genetic advantage for math.”


We all know that extraordinary natural talent is required for amazing accomplishments, right?


The problem is that all these conclusions are wrong. Why? We all tend to overvalue innate, inherited traits and undervalue external causes when we consider behaviors or accomplishments. Psychologists call this the “fundamental attribution error,” or FAE for short. We assume, for example, that a woman who sits in the front church pew every Sunday must be a very religious and spiritual person. We know her boss is a deeply involved congregation elder, but we see her behavior and conclude that she must be a deeply religious person—we don’t consider that she may simply be attempting to curry favor. Our strong predisposition assumes that innate or inborn traits explain the behavior we see. We’re surprised, or even shocked, when we are wrong.


Outliers


Malcolm Gladwell doesn’t use the term fundamental attribution error, but he describes this phenomenon in his bestseller Outliers. He fills in important—but little-known—details behind the success of Bill Gates, the Beatles, and Asian students. Extraordinarily successful people do possess underlying talent. However, we tend to overestimate talent’s contribution to achievement while we simultaneously underestimate the role of luck and effort.


No doubt Bill Gates possesses plenty of talent and ambition. However, there are many people with those two traits. A series of fortunate circumstances enabled Gates to capitalize on his inherited gifts. When he was a youngster in Seattle, Bill’s parents enrolled him at a private school, Lakeside, at the same time that the school’s Mothers’ Club decided to buy equipment for a brand-new club just getting off the ground. The year was 1968 and the new extracurricular activity was a computer club. Few people had even heard the word computer in those days, and there probably wasn’t another elementary school in the world with a computer club!


Bill’s luck continued. A couple of start-up Seattle companies offered the Lakeside kids free programming time if they would test their software. On top of that the young Gates could walk from home to the University of Washington, where he could “steal” computer time late at night when no one was around. Then in his senior year Bill talked his Lakeside teachers into letting him do an independent study project writing code for the technology company TRW, where a brilliant programmer named John Norton took Bill under his wing. So by the time he graduated from high school Bill Gates had benefited from a string of coincidences that provided more time and exposure to computers, programming, and coding than perhaps any other teenager had in the world.


Good luck, however, is not the whole story behind Bill Gates’s success. He took advantage of all these unusual opportunities and, more important for our discussion, put enormous effort into honing his skills. Sure, he could walk to the University of Washington physics lab to use the computer, but how many teenagers would “steal” computer time between 3 and 6 a.m. night after night? When he was fifteen years old he ran up 1,575 hours of computer time in a seven-month period. That’s eight hours a day, seven days a week. People make a lot of the fact that Gates dropped out of college to start Microsoft, as evidence of his inborn genius. They overlook the fact that by the time he quit Harvard he had already been programming nonstop for over seven years.


The story of the Beatles is similar. The four Liverpool, England, lads took the musical world by storm in 1964. Few people know that they’d played together for seven years in a Hamburg, Germany, nightclub that required them to perform as many as eight hours straight, seven days a week. To fill all those hours the Beatles improvised and fashioned a whole new musical sound. By all accounts, they were an ordinary struggling rock band in 1957, but unusual circumstances forced them to play hour after hour, honing their skills and developing their signature style. Actually, no one coerced them to play for thousands of hours. Most other groups would have quit under those working conditions. But the real secret to their success mirrors the founder of Microsoft: hard work.


Thomas Edison, dubbed the “Wizard of Menlo Park,” streamed an amazing string of inventions out of his laboratory. Edison himself, however, knew he was no wizard, as his inventions required hard work and many ended in failure. He wasn’t joking when he famously said, “Genius is one percent inspiration, ninety-nine percent perspiration.”


Many Asian-descent students perform well above average in mathematics. The key to their success is effort, just as it was for Bill Gates and the Beatles. I saw that effort firsthand when Thuy Nguyen, a thin, quiet girl who arrived with her family as refugees from Vietnam, enrolled in the high school where I was the counselor. She sought me out to talk about war trauma and her family’s escape and for help with the cultural challenges of fitting into a new school where the only other Vietnamese students were her two brothers. Fortunately Thuy spoke good English, and before long she was at the head of her class, getting straight A’s. “Thuy is such a brain,” her classmates said, but they didn’t appreciate that besides being smart, she worked hard. She never walked away from a class confused. She either waited politely to ask a clarifying question or made an after-school appointment if she was really lost.


Thuy always looked for suggestions to improve her writing and felt comfortable from our counseling sessions to stop by my office before classes to ask if I had time to look over an English or social studies paper. When Monica and I visited her parents’ popular restaurant, Thuy was always there waiting on tables, clearing dishes, or helping out at the counter. She graduated with honors, received a scholarship to the University of Minnesota, and has a successful career in medicine. I had the good fortune to teach, coach, and counsel many wonderful young people during my high school counseling career, but I can’t think of anyone who worked harder than Thuy.




PARENT TOOL KIT


Raising Smart Kids


If there is one thing that we all associate with our brains, it’s intelligence. We even call smart people “brains.” Use these questions to test your knowledge about what contributes to raising smart kids.






	Yes


	No


	 






	□


	□


	1. I understand that effort is as important as genes in determining IQ.






	□


	□


	2. I realize that the way I praise my children has an impact on their IQ.






	□


	□


	3. I know that talking to my child and including them in adult conversations is important.






	□


	□


	4. I realize how important it is to steer my child to stimulating after-school activities.






	□


	□


	5. I know how important physical exercise is for intelligence.






	□


	□


	6. I realize it is more important for my child to wrestle with challenging classes than to just get good grades.






	□


	□


	7. I know how important memory and attention are.






	□


	□


	8. I know self-discipline is even more important than IQ when it comes to success.






	□


	□


	9. I understand that teachers and schools do make a difference.






	□


	□


	10. I try to avoid telling my children how smart they are.







The more yes answers to the questions in this tool kit, the more likely you are to foster intelligence in your children.






What Is Intelligence?



Since intelligence is so important, you would think we could explain it exactly. It turns out there are almost as many definitions of intelligence as there are experts. Some include capacities like creativity and empathy while others leave those traits off the list. Harvard psychologist Howard Gardner believes that our traditional notions of intelligence are too narrow and so he has proposed a theory of multiple intelligences, which include linguistic, logic-mathematical, musical, spatial, bodily kinesthetic, interpersonal, and intrapersonal abilities. In his bestseller, Emotional Intelligence, Daniel Goleman also makes a convincing case that emotional intelligence is more important than what we measure with IQ tests. Gardner, Goleman, and others know there are many ways to “be smart.” Indeed we all know people who aren’t necessarily “school smart” but who have more common sense than university professors with half the alphabet after their names.


Sidestepping this never-ending argument, almost all experts agree that intelligence is an umbrella term for:


• The ability to acquire and retain information,


• The ability to apply that information to different situations (i.e. solve problems),


• The ability to reason abstractly, and


• The ability to do these things with reasonable speed.


Traditionally, we measure intelligence with a variety of tests, mostly to produce an IQ score. The Q in IQ stands for quotient because in the early days of intelligence testing we divided a child’s mental age by his chronological age. Today statisticians set the average score at 100 with scores between 90 and 109 considered normal. People with IQ scores between 110 and 119 are deemed bright and those with scores above 120 very bright. On the other end of the spectrum, those whose scores fall between 80 and 89 are scored dull and below 80 very dull. Although, as far as we know, Albert Einstein never took an IQ test, scientists have estimated his IQ to be somewhat north of 160.


Is Intelligence Important?


I was a high school counselor before the era of mass testing began. Even in those days, though, we administered the California Achievement Test every year to see how our students stacked up against the national averages for different grade levels. In addition, most juniors and seniors took the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT), the test from the American College Testing Program (ACT), or both. It was not unusual for parents to ask me if these were IQ tests—and after I explained that they weren’t, some inquired if I could give their kids an IQ test. Although trained to administer these tests, I never used them in my counseling and was struck by parents’ interest in them.


Something about numbers fascinates us. We love them and track all sorts of statistics from pedometer readings to sports statistics to weather data. IQ scores, in particular, get our attention because they not only give us a measure of intelligence but also are predictive of important future outcomes. Even though there are too many life variables at play to prove a direct causal link, IQ scores measure something that predicts potential academic success, future income, occupational achievement, and social class. No wonder parents are interested. There’s a lot at stake.


Hard Wired or Soft Wired?


What is the connection between genetics and intelligence and academic success? This is my own personal testimony to the fact that intelligence is not all hardwired.


I believed for a long time that “my brain is just not built to do math.” Upon reflection, however, I started to doubt my own conclusion. After all, both my parents were good at math. My older sister, Joan, had a successful career as an anaesthetist so she was good at math and science. My older brother, Philip, is an engineer, and my “little” brother Kevin taught graduate-level statistics for years. Where was I when they dispensed the math neurons?


Eventually, I realized a series of unfortunate experiences had derailed my mathematical development. It started in eighth grade when my class spent the entire day with one teacher, who must have had a math phobia. We spent a lot of time on reading, writing, spelling, geography, and history, but we didn’t go near math or science.


When I entered high school the next year, like every other freshman I had to enroll in algebra. The teacher we were supposed to have disappeared from the scene and at the last minute the administrators recruited a man in his eighties to come out of retirement to teach the class. Poor Mr. Leary was hard of hearing and quite infirm so it was all he could do to keep a room full of testosterone-hyped fourteen-year-olds from tearing apart the classroom. Suffice it to say, my classmates and I didn’t learn any algebra.


I entered tenth grade without having had decent math instruction for two years, and I knew I was in trouble the first day with Father Oliver, whose pedagogical approach was based on fear and intimidation. Every day he strode into the room, pushed a chair to his favorite spot in the corner, and then ordered a student up to the board. He called on us at random, one at a time, so you never knew when your moment of reckoning would arrive, and we all quaked in our chairs afraid we would be that day’s target for ridicule and put-downs.


After the public humiliation segment of the class, Father Oliver would quickly explain that day’s lesson while scribbling rapidly on the board. Upon finishing he would turn to the class and toss the chalk at anyone who looked bored. “Any questions?” he asked without waiting for an answer. “No? Good. For your homework, do all the problems on pages such-and-such.” We were too terrified to ask questions. Our only hope was that someone had figured out what was going on and could fill in the blanks for the rest of us after class.


This class routine continued for the rest of the year. Then came my junior year and you’ll never guess who I had for Algebra II. Father Oliver for another year of shock and awe!


You might wonder why I couldn’t see that my math problems had very little to do with innate traits and more to do with a two-year hiatus followed by two years of math terrorism. The answer is that I, like many others, believed the experts who preached that intelligence and specific cognitive skills were genetically determined and hardwired. I made the same “fundamental attribution error.”


Judith Harris published a bestselling book in 1998, The Nurture Assumption: Why Children Turn Out the Way They Do, trumpeting the importance of genetics. Her popular book reinforced the notion that family experiences played a distant second, third, or even fourth fiddle to DNA. Although Harris popularized this view she was backed up by many scholars who believed that as much as 85 percent of intelligence was determined by our genes. Today, however, as we learn more about how the brain is designed to interact with the world, we have a much better appreciation for the role of experience. University of Michigan psychologist Richard Nisbett conducted an exhaustive review of current research and concluded that less than 50 percent of our intelligence is inherited.


The new research should not really surprise us, since we have instinctively acknowledged the role of experience for thousands of years. Many readers will recall the New Testament parable of the sower who scattered seeds on a path, on rocky ground, among thorns, and on good soil. The hundredfold difference in the yield from the seeds planted in good soil is consistent with our intuitive sense that environment makes a big difference. There is also abundant evidence about the impact of environment on all sorts of traits that have genetic components. For example, improved nutrition added seven inches to the average height of Korean boys in just forty years. More germane than height to our interest, French scientists conducted a convincing study on how experience affects intelligence. They tracked down sets of twins who were raised separately and found that siblings adopted and raised in more advantaged environments had IQ scores twelve to sixteen points higher than their unadopted twin siblings.


If intelligence really were 85 percent inherited, I would end this chapter right now, since the genetic roll of the dice is beyond our control. But we now understand more than ever about young, developing brains and how experience plays a major role in wiring. Before we consider the factors that do foster intelligence, however, I’d like to issue a cautionary warning about the things that don’t.


Beware of Quick Fixes


It all started innocently enough with some fascinating research. University of California, Irvine neuroscientists Frances Rauscher, Gordon Shaw, and Katherine Ky found that college students performed better on spatial reasoning tasks after listening to one of Mozart’s sonatas. The media got hold of the findings and quickly trumpeted, “Listening to Mozart makes you smarter.” Not long afterward guarantees floated that any classical music would boost IQ. In 1998 Georgia governor Zell Miller asked the legislature to approve funds so that every new parent in Georgia left the hospital with a classical music CD. After playing a short Beethoven piece he asked the assembled lawmakers, “Now don’t you feel smarter already?”


Parents trying to enhance the intelligence of their young children were quickly barraged with advertisements for CDs, DVDs, music boxes, toy pianos, and music cubes. What almost everyone ignored was that the Rauscher, Shaw, and Ky research was done with college students, not children, and the improvement was on specialized spatial tasks, not overall intelligence. Even more importantly, the improvement vanished within fifteen minutes.


We nonetheless saw the growth of lines of merchandise such as Baby Einstein and Brainy Baby, whose names implied that the products might impart brain developmental advantages. After all, what parents wouldn’t want their baby to grow up with a brain like Einstein’s? And doesn’t the name Brainy Baby say it all?


Brain science provides exciting insights, but no one should make any assumptions based on product names or any marketing that might suggest a particular thingamabob boosts intelligence. Do some research to see if there’s any truth to your assumptions or to any marketing claims that may be made by a company.


Effort and Intelligence


Talent plus luck plus hard work is the recipe for exceptional success. While we parents can’t control the confluence of circumstances we call luck, we can teach our kids how important effort is and motivate them to work hard. That’s the secret behind the performance of Asian students on international math tests.


In 1983 most Americans were confident that we had the best schools and the smartest students in the world. That all changed when the secretary of education at the time, Terrel Bell, examined a study comparing American students with their peers in other countries. He was shocked to find out American students had finished dead last on seven different international tests in the previous decade. He was so concerned that he called the report A Nation at Risk. That report was an alarm bell calling Americans to wake up from their complacency before it was too late. Concern about the academic performance of American children relative to their foreign peers has grown stronger ever since.


Currently, there are two widely used international tests that compare countries. The PIRLS, or Progress in International Reading Literacy Study, is the test that measures reading and language skills. TIMSS, in full the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study, evaluates performance in math and science. Every four years the fourth and eighth graders from more than forty countries take TIMSS. And every four years students from Asian countries come out on top. Interestingly, before the students actually look at the questions or puzzle over the problems they need to answer 120 survey questions that collect data on everything from their attitudes toward school to family demographic information. As you can imagine, many students get tired answering question after question, so many give up before completing the survey. University of Pennsylvania professors Erling Boe, Henry May, and Robert Boruch wondered if there was a relationship between the number of background questions that students from different nations answered and how they performed on the test itself. The results of their study were amazing. They found that when they ordered the countries according to the number of background questions the students answered, the order matched the test results. In other words, why give the test? All we have to do is ask students from different countries to complete a long survey. The effort and persistence required to finish the survey is a reliable proxy for the test results themselves.


To put it another way, it takes a lot of effort to get smart. As I was reading the Boe, May, and Boruch study, I couldn’t help but remember how hard my Vietnamese student Thuy worked.


Praise—a Double-Edged Sword


A twenty-eight-year-old man named Keith sought my help to understand and tame the fear and apprehension that crippled him. “I’m in graduate school, and I’ll bet that half my professors can’t fathom how I was admitted since I’m too scared to ever say anything in class. I dropped a course last semester as soon as I read on the syllabus that half the grade would be based on class participation. I can write a great paper, but I dread being called on in class.”


Keith shared an insight as we began one of our sessions. “The last time we met,” he said, “you asked me if I had any idea where the fear came from. I thought about that question, and a memory from the second grade popped into my mind.


“I still recall the day my second grade teacher called me into the hallway. I had taken a test the day before to see if I would qualify for the school’s gifted and talented program. When Mrs. Lincoln asked me how I thought I had done I told her that the test was fun and not that hard. She smiled when she heard me say that. ‘Well, Keith,’ I remember her saying, ‘I can see why you enjoyed it. Last night I scored the test. You got the highest score I’ve ever seen. You are really smart.’


“Dr. Dave,” Keith continued, “I remember as if it were yesterday that I didn’t know what to say. I recall fidgeting, looking away, and waiting for her to tell me I could go back into the classroom. She probably thought I was embarrassed by the compliment. I wasn’t embarrassed. I was terrified.”


“Do you have any idea why Mrs. Lincoln’s compliment scared you, Keith?” I asked.


His answer was instant and adamant. “I didn’t want to be the smartest kid in the school! I didn’t want that pressure.”


“So her statement that you scored higher than anyone else became your burden?”


“Exactly,” Keith said as his own reaction sank in.


“Is this the first time you heard that you were very intelligent?” I asked.


“Oh, heck no, I heard it all the time. My parents, my grandparents, even my nursery school teacher told me how smart I was. But this second grade episode stands out because I remember it so clearly. Maybe I’m weird. Maybe I should have been happy. But I wasn’t. I still remember how scared I was.”


“So, Keith, how does this help you understand the fears that keep tripping you up?”


Keith thought for a long minute. “See if this makes sense. I’ve always known that I’m smart but also have always been afraid that it’s not really true. Case in point: in high school I refused to take AP classes even though my parents and teachers all wanted me to. I never told anybody the real reason was that I was afraid. I just came up with really lame excuses hoping they’d get off my back.”


“Did your excuses work?” I asked.


“Well, if you look at my high school transcript, you won’t see any AP classes,” Keith replied. “My parents and teachers thought I was ‘unmotivated.’ I told myself that, too. Now I realize I wasn’t unmotivated. I was scared. If I avoided really tough classes I avoided my fear of failing.”


To make sure he was connecting the dots I asked, “What was so scary about failing, Keith?”


He hit the nail on the head. “It would mean that I wasn’t really smart after all. Why would I risk that if I didn’t have to?”


“So being smart was important to you after all,” I offered.


“Absolutely,” Keith replied. “So important that I didn’t want to risk losing it.”


Keith wondered if this meant he was weird. The answer is no—there are millions of people just like Keith, people who were actually hurt by the praise they received. Unfortunately it has taken us a long time to figure out that how we praise kids is very important. Some kinds of praise are helpful to kids while others are not.


The New Way to Look at Praise


I began my high school teaching career the same year Nathaniel Branden’s book The Psychology of Self-Esteem hit the bestseller lists. Although the concept of self-esteem dated to the 19th century, Branden’s book popularized and launched what became known as the self-esteem movement. As it gathered steam in the 1970s and ’80s, psychological theory morphed into a cultural movement equating self-esteem with feeling good. As it spread, millions were told the key to success and happiness was “feeling good about yourself.”


I had an interesting conversation not long ago with a Scandinavian educator. “I’ve always been puzzled by how you Americans go out of your way to tell children how special and unique they are,” she told me. “In Scandinavia we have a tradition called Jante’s law. Some of the ‘laws’ are ‘Don’t think that you are special’ and ‘Don’t think that you are smarter than others.’ We teach these laws to children and they don’t seem to have any self-esteem problems.”


Unfortunately, I along with millions of other teachers and parents had never heard of Jante’s law. We believed it was our job to make sure kids felt good about themselves. One obvious way to accomplish this was to heap generous helpings of praise upon them and their every accomplishment. Before long we were praising kids regardless of their performance. We all did this, of course, with the best of intentions, not knowing that we weren’t doing them or their self-esteem any favors.


It turns out praise is very tricky. Some forms of praise are helpful while others aren’t. An experiment by psychologists Claudia Mueller and Carol Dweck illustrated the difference in a very striking way. They gave a group of children a task that almost all the students successfully completed. Then they randomly assigned the kids to two groups. They told the first group that they were really smart for being successful in the task. They told the second group the reason for their success was that they had worked so hard. Both groups were then told that in round two they could choose between two more tasks. They described one task as very difficult and the second as easy, reminding the kids that they could choose either one. The children who were praised for being smart were much more likely to opt for the easy task while the “hard workers” were more likely to go for the difficult one.


How can we explain this? Like my client Keith, the kids who were praised for being smart didn’t want to risk that identity by tackling a problem they perceived as difficult. After all, if they attempted and failed the hard one, it would mean that they weren’t so smart after all. On the other hand, by choosing the easy way out they could keep their smart identity intact.


This experiment highlights a growing field of research on praise and motivation that points to three unintended consequences of praise:


First: Praise for an innate ability can lead to risk-avoidance. Keith gravitated to situations involving little risk of failure. Carol Dweck’s research shows that Keith’s reaction is the norm, not the exception.


Second: Insincere praise leads to doubts about competence. That’s what happened to a young client, Hilary. Her parents never missed an opportunity to shower her with praise while she grew up as an only child. They constantly told her how smart she was, what a good athlete she was, what a marvelous dancer she was, and how gifted she was at whatever activity she tried. Like millions of parents infected by the misguided self-esteem virus, her parents believed they were instilling confidence and setting their child up for success. It’s hard to definitely say whether it was her parents’ overprotection, the insincere praise, or other factors, but Hilary struggled with self-doubt throughout her childhood and teen years and is an example of what the research says about children who receive undeserved praise. She grew very dependent on her parents and lived with them during her college years. She has since moved into her own apartment but still visits and talks with her parents several times each day.


Children as young as seven years old can figure out if praise is warranted or not. When they don’t merit praise kids eventually come to two conclusions. First of all, they start to doubt the praise and mistrust the source. We can almost hear them saying, “I can’t believe my parents because they applaud me for everything.” Second, they begin to doubt their own competence. They begin to think, “I must really be bad if they think this is so great.”


Praise Addicts


Third: Constant praise decreases persistence and encourages the child to constantly ask questions to check if he’s okay.


Zachary’s mom was a lot like Hilary’s parents. She was a single parent and, try as she might, she was unable to persuade her ex-husband to take an active interest in their son after her ex moved to another state. She wanted Zack to be strong and confident, so, with the best of intentions, she over-compensated for an absent father by praising her son for everything he did. If he brought home a picture, drawn at his daycare center, his mother would exclaim, “Zachary, I never knew you were such a wonderful artist,” as she taped the picture to the refrigerator. On the way home from a T-ball game in which five-year-old Zack had hit the ball out of the infield she marveled at his athletic ability. “You are one heck of a ballplayer, my little man,” she told him. When he started school, she made sure that all of his teachers heard how gifted he was.


The constant stream of affirmations, however, did not instill confidence. Zachary grew more hesitant, often checking for verbal or nonverbal feedback from his mother and other adults. The phrase “Right?” became a standard feature in his conversation as he searched for approval. He was disappointed if his teachers didn’t tell him how wonderful his projects or test results were. It seemed he was addicted to praise. He constantly sought it and became anxious if he didn’t get it.


Zachary has a lot of company. Wall Street Journal senior columnist Jeffrey Zaslow wrote about the impact that the millions of Zacharys have had on the workplace as they arrive needing constant feedback. “Bosses, professors, and mates are feeling the need to lavish praise on young adults, particularly twenty-somethings, or else see them wither under an unfamiliar compliment deficit. Employers are dishing out kudos for little more than showing up,” Zaslow claims. In addition to the thirst for accolades and praise, many young adults from what Zaslow calls the “Praised Generation” have a very difficult time handling negative feedback. Unless we’re perfect—and none of us is—we need constructive criticism to grow and improve. That was a lesson that Randy Pausch, author of The Last Lecture, wanted his children to learn when he told them, “When you see yourself doing something badly and nobody’s bothering to tell you anymore, that’s a very bad place to be. Your critics are the ones telling you they still love you and care.”


Tips for Helpful Praise


So, it turns out that praise is tricky. We all want to reinforce our kids in ways that are helpful. Try these four research-based tips to praise kids in ways that will encourage their effort and success while avoiding unintended damaging consequences.


1. Praise the effort. It is more helpful than praising an underlying ability. While an innate ability is not something a child can control, effort is. Kids are empowered when they realize their efforts can make the difference. This is clearly shown in Claudia Mueller’s and Carol Dweck’s further experiments in which they gave students a very difficult problem to solve after having praised some students for their intelligence and others for how hard they work. Afterward the researchers asked the students why the problem gave them so much trouble. Students who had been told how intelligent they were said that they just weren’t smart enough to solve the problem, while the “hard workers” responded that they just didn’t try hard enough. Those kids had a real sense of competence and, like the Asian students we discussed earlier, knew that perseverance and old-fashioned stick-to-itiveness were keys to success.


So rather than saying, “You’re really smart,” it’s more helpful to say, “You really worked hard. Way to go.” There are lots of ways to encourage effort, like “Way to stick with it,” “Nice try,” and “I’m sure you can figure it out.”


2. Specific praise is more helpful than generic. Rather than saying, “You’re really good at math,” it’s more helpful to say, “Nice job on those multiplication tables.” This helps children focus their efforts.


3. Praise should be sincere. I still remember the conversation Monica and I had with our daughter Erin after she made several errors and struck out in a softball game that her high school team lost. She was understandably upset with her performance and quietly seethed in the backseat during the ride home. Wanting to be helpful, I glanced at her in the rearview mirror and said, “You lost, but good game, Erin.” Seconds went by before she replied, “Dad, either you know nothing about softball or I must be really bad if you have to compliment me for that game.” She knew my praise was undeserved and hollow. I would be much more helpful if I said, “I know you’re disappointed, Erin. That was a tough game. You’ve got the next one to try again.”


4. Praise should not be overdone. We don’t want to turn our kids into praise addicts who need regular reinforcements to keep going. Intermittent reinforcement is more helpful than a steady stream.


There’s More We Can Do to Raise Our Kids’ IQ


We’ve explored two important elements of intelligence over which parents have a lot of influence: effort and praise. We can also develop language, foster self-discipline, provide healthy nutrition and play, encourage physical exercise, build attention and memory, ensure adequate sleep, use media and technology properly, monitor stress, and choose good childcare and schools. We will explore what brain science tells us about each of these topics in separate chapters.


DO


✓ Teach your kids that effort counts. It takes effort to be smart.


✓ Let your kids struggle with problems that are not overwhelming.


✓ Solve larger problems with your children.


✓ Understand that acquiring skills takes practice and hard work.


✓ Teach your kids that effort is the key to success.


✓ Reward your children for sticking with a task to the finish.


✓ Praise your children for working hard.


✓ Praise your children when they really deserve it.


✓ Help your children accept constructive criticism.



DON’T



✗ Don’t undervalue the importance of effort in intelligence.


✗ Don’t do for your kids what they can do for themselves.


✗ Don’t let media products wire your baby’s brain.


✗ Don’t just tell kids they are smart.


✗ Don’t constantly praise your children.


✗ Don’t give insincere praise.


What do I want to continue?


_____________________________________________________


_____________________________________________________


_____________________________________________________


What do I want to change?


_____________________________________________________


_____________________________________________________


_____________________________________________________





THREE


How the Brain Listens, Speaks, Reads, and Writes


My son Brian’s childhood pal, Andrew, stopped by the house this afternoon for a visit. To my delight, his son Ravel was with him.


“I can’t believe how big Ravel is getting,” I said as Andrew put him in my outstretched arms.


“Yup, he’s growing like a weed,” Andrew replied to me. His voice changed when he spoke to Ravel a second later. “You’re really getting soooooo big, aren’t you, Ravel,” Andrew said in a high-pitched voice. “Can you give Dave a smile?” he added in a singsong cadence.


Andrew is big, probably six foot two and built like a linebacker. It was fun to hear this big lug of a guy switch into a different language when he talked to Ravel.


“I see you’ve become fluent in ‘parentese,’ Andrew,” I commented.


“What do you mean—parentese?” Andrew asked.


“The language parents all over the world use instinctively when speaking to a baby,” I responded. “The one where we overpronounce consonants and vowels, use a pitch that’s higher than normal speech, stretch out words, and constantly repeat ourselves.”


“Oh, that,” replied Andrew with a hint of embarrassment. “Do I sound goofy or what?”


“Not at all,” I answered. “I wasn’t making fun of you. You really help Ravel when you speak in parentese. We naturally speak baby talk because it helps babies pick out the sounds more easily. It’s the perfect way to talk to them. See, Ravel is ‘all ears’ when you talk to him. Research shows that infants as young as fifteen weeks tune into parentese a lot more than to regular adult speech.”
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When children are guided to cat, secp, play, exercise,
learn, and connect with others in healthy ways, their
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Filled with helpful quizzes and checklists for casy.
reference, Smart Parenting, Smarter Kids gives specific
advice about how to make the best daycare, pre-
school, and schooling decisions for your kids; for

example, how to deal with stressful events asa fa

and how to manage your child's internet and med
use. And all these findings across different fields of
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