
[image: Image]



Thank you for downloading this Scribner eBook.



Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Scribner and Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP





or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com





[image: Image]




NOTE TO READERS

This publication contains the opinions and ideas of its authors. It is intended to provide helpful and informative material on the subjects addressed in the publication. It is sold with the understanding that the authors and publisher are not engaged in rendering medical, health, or any kind of personal professional services in the book. The reader should consult his or her medical, health, or other competent professional before adopting any of the suggestions in this book or drawing inferences from it.

In addition, this book sometimes recommends particular products, websites, or other reference materials. Drs. Oz and Roizen are not affiliated in any way with such products or material or the entities sponsoring them with the exception of the Real Age website and doctoroz.com, and an algal DHA product (for which Dr. Roizen heads the scientific advisory board). In all instances, bear in mind that there are many products, websites, and reference materials other than those recommended here that may be useful to you.

The authors and publisher specifically disclaim all responsibility for any liability, loss, or risk, personal or otherwise, which is incurred as a consequence, directly or indirectly, of the use and application of any of the contents of this book.



INTRODUCTION

[image: Image]

Whether your child is an infant or a toddler, performing puppet shows at preschool or using your belly as a trampoline, we know how hard it can be to pry your eyes off your little one. Babies are as mesmerizing as they are miraculous, so it’s easy to lose yourself in your adorable, sweet, gas-blasting bundle of beauty. When your infant graduates to being a little more mobile, perhaps you’ll have a radar lock on him for other reasons, such as to prevent a monkey-bar mishap or to stop him from dunking your iPhone in his iCereal. So we appreciate that you’ve taken a moment to take a look elsewhere, and we suspect that one of the driving forces that has directed your attention to this book is that you have a big question: one that both excites you and scares the diaper decorations out of you.

How will my baby turn out?

Good question. How will your baby turn out?

As a parent or a parent-to-be, you’ve probably run through a couple thousand different life scenarios: Will he be healthy? Smart? Polite? Will she reach all of her milestones on time? Will she turn into a modern Mozart? Will he be able to throw a ball sixty yards? Will she be a good citizen? Will he grow up to be a CEO or have trouble holding a job? An everyday hero or a smack-talking punk? A selfless volunteer who wants to change a little bit of the world or the latest reality-show knucklehead? Will she grow up to find her soul mate, or, as someone else put it so nicely, will she have enough sense to know that if he likes her, he shoulda put a ring on it?

Some of these big-picture questions may not be easy to think about—especially during a time when you may be feeling such powerful feelings as love, joy, or even stress—but they are indeed the kinds of issues that will keep you up at night (more so than you already are).

Of course, it’s convenient to credit (or blame) the genetic life force (aka DNA) for providing our children’s biological and psychological blueprint for life. But more and more research indicates that the real life force that escorts children to their destiny has less to do with DNA and more to do with . . .

You.

Now, we don’t mean “you” in the blue-eyes, big-feet genetic sense of the word, but in a much different way: how your behaviors, actions, principles, and all of the overt and subtle things you do as a parent shape the environment in which your child grows up.

That’s right. This is a book about children’s health, but it’s as much about you as it is about your boy or girl.

In YOU: Raising Your Child, you’ll get our best information and advice on all of the nuts-and-bolts issues that are important to handling the challenges of parenting. We’ll teach you about allergies, infections, safety, nutrition, and the many things that you can do to help keep your child healthy.

But if this book were just an A-to-Z guide that listed everything from asthma to zoo animal obsession, then we’d close up shop and direct you to the nearest encyclopedic medical website. This book is more than a problem-solution guide. It’s a book that will teach you how to be a smart parent.

What does that mean?

Many of us parent by instinct, and that approach works well much of the time. Smart parenting, in addition, is really about conscious decision making: selecting choices based on what we feel is best for our children in the short term and the long term. (Decision making starts from day one: Breast feed or bottle feed? Which vaccines and when? You’ll see our take on the vaccine issue starting on page 392.) Many smart parents like to think of parenting as a “reverse engineering” process—that is, always keeping the end goal in sight. But we also realize that everybody has limited time and resources, so our book is also about balance, as we try to relieve some of the stress of parenting and also give you the essentials.

Ultimately, our goal is to teach you how to create the optimal environment for your child: an environment that’s most conducive to your child thriving in all areas of life physically, emotionally, socially, and developmentally. Why? Because the latest research shows us that the environment—as defined not only by physical space but also by the behaviors of parents and other caregivers—is the number one determinant of your child’s future in all of these realms.

In this book, which covers child health and development from birth to about age five, you’re going to learn about cutting-edge research and a variety of developmental approaches. Among all of us on the authorship team, we’ve had fourteen children, and two of us are pediatricians—including one who’s a full-time developmental pediatrician. So we’ve spent much of our personal and professional lives thinking and caring about the very same issues as you. A lot has changed since the days of Dr. Benjamin Spock—in terms of how the world works, the challenges of parenting that your parents didn’t face, and what we’ve discovered about how a child’s mind and body develop. You’ll learn that kids are like dolphins (both ping their needs to their parents). You’ll learn that some of the best parenting lessons are taught by children (they subtly send messages about where their skills, talents, and desires lie). You’ll learn that kids actually learn more by doing less (cool brain section up ahead!). You’ll learn that children are like mirrors (their brains are, actually), reflecting behavior that you, their caregivers, and other influential people in their lives model.I And you’ll learn that the most powerful messages you send your kids—from day one all the way up to day 6,574 II—may involve absolutely no words at all.

We’ll teach you about these amazing insights the best way we know how—through biology. Ultimately, all of these lessons do come down to biology, even the ones that you wouldn’t necessarily think would, like behavior. After all, we’ve always believed that explaining “why” can make the “what to do” much, much easier.

Along the way, we’re going to ask you to join in a game of pretend, as you assume a metaphorical role as river guide (see Figure Intro.1). See, the way we think about child development—and smart parenting—is to imagine a child’s journey through life as a boat ride down a long, often unpredictable river. You, as the guide, help control the direction and speed, while your youngster sits back and takes in everything around him (including watching you, so that he can eventually learn to paddle or steer on his own). This analogy, we hope, will help you understand parenting on several levels:

[image: Image] Consider the boat that is your child’s genetics. Everyone is shaped a little bit differently, and that plays a role in how you can navigate the river, but it’s hardly the only factor that determines the quality of your trip together.

[image: Image] Your paddle really serves as your own behaviors, actions, and words. It helps you steer the boat in terms of where you go and what your passenger sees. You can bring your boat to a standstill, you might crash into a rock and get stuck, you can choose which path (of many) the boat takes, you can go fast when needed and slow down when you need a break. You, for much of the time, are in control. But the biggest lesson of all when it comes to paddling is this: Sometimes you don’t need to paddle at all to get where you want to go. In fact, there is such a thing as overpaddling—trying so hard to do right that you actually send your vessel in the wrong direction. Lots of times, you’re better off going with the flow. Our mantra: Parent smart, not hard.

[image: Image] The river represents the environment in which your child lives. Sometimes there’s rough water, and sometimes there’s calm water. Sometimes you have a wide river with lots of choices of where to steer a boat and sometimes, in narrow sections, you just have to ride the rapids. The bottom line is that no matter how expert a guide you are, the environment has a bigger impact on you and your youngster’s ride together than anything else. One of the great lessons we learn from traveling the river is that the easiest places to travel are the channels that are well worn and well traveled, and you’ll encounter windows of opportunity in which to find those easy-to-navigate places. Your child will actually help direct you there.

[image: Image] Your boat carries all the equipment you’ll need. You have maps to help you predict rough waters ahead (“I want to get a tattoo!” announces your daughter). And you have life vests, too, in case you run into some trouble. Both of them come in the various support systems that you already have and will develop en route, including your partner, friends, extended family, doctors, and even the internet, books, and other resources that can help you navigate a river that many before you already have voyaged successfully.

[image: Image] The destination? Well, those are all the traits, skills, attitudes, emotions, and behaviors that make up the person your son or daughter eventually becomes. As you can guess by now, your child’s destination depends greatly on which path you take and how you lead the way—not by your words, but by your actions. But a big lesson we’ll be exploring is that what you want for your child might not be right for her, so it’s so important that you learn to read her signals and help her go where she naturally wants to go.

[image: Image] Your ultimate goal as guide is to teach your passenger enough about the river so that she can eventually take the helm. This handing-off process starts very early (think toilet training), and culminates when your passenger has attained all the skills necessary to be her own guide: how to make important decisions, how to be calm and confident in the face of adversity, and how to live a productive, satisfying, independent life. If all goes well, she’ll be giving you a ride about two decades from now.

Since you’re reading this, chances are that you’ve already embarked upon your river ride. Think of this book as one of your river maps, helping you plan the itinerary that will lead you and your child to your desired destination. Two qualities make for exceptional river guides: experience and knowledge. While you may or may not have the experience of parenting, we believe that this book can help you with the second part of that equation. Throughout the book, you’ll learn about science and strategies, you’ll use the strategies, tools, and tips, and we’ll cover all the big topics important to parents, including how to help your child sleep better, how to help your child maintain a healthy weight, how to best treat a fever, and hundreds of others. Here’s how the book works:
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Figure Intro. 1 River of Dreams As a parent, think of your role as river guide as you help steer your passenger down life’s rapids, around rocks, and through gentle streams. These paths are not predestined; you have the ability to help your child find her strengths by creating an environment that allows her to thrive and enjoy all this journey has to offer.




[image: Image] In the first three chapters (as well as throughout the book), we’ll concentrate on this whole notion of creating the optimum environment for raising your child—and the things that you can do to maximize your child’s potential and happiness. It may seem as if we’re dabbling in psychology, but what we’re really teaching you is neurology: that is, the science of how the brain best learns and develops. This development relies on the stimuli (environment) that you provide and the healthy habits that you instill from your heart and from the start.

[image: Image] After that, we’re going to move into more of the hard-core health and medical concerns that parents have. What do you do if you have trouble breast feeding? Why is your child a picky eater? How do you treat allergies? What do you do if your child is sick? What is that bright red rash on your child’s rear end? As doctors and as parents, we know that it’s hard to keep the big picture in mind when day-to-day tribulations and health anxieties keep demanding your focus. This book takes you through the most prevalent childhood health issues and tells you how to diagnose, treat, and prevent them.

[image: Image] We’ll also provide practical guidance on some decisions and actions you’ll have to make and take, such as picking a pediatrician, finding a day care program, childproofing your home, and installing car seats (80 percent of them are installed incorrectly, so it’s vital info).

[image: Image] In our signature YOU Tools section, we’ll show you kid-friendly ways to keep your offspring in shape, we’ll share simple, great-tasting recipes that your whole family will enjoy, and we’ll summarize the various points of view about the hotly debated topic of vaccines. First-time parents will find our YOU Tool for newborns especially helpful; there we’ll offer info on diapering, feeding, sleeping, bathing, and all the other mysteries of caring for an infant.

[image: Image] Our YOU Plan gives an overview of critical developmental milestones you can expect (but not obsess over, please), as well as some tips and tricks that will make the various stages from birth to age five a little bit easier. Think of it as the pocket version of our detailed map—good for a quick glance when you’re in a hurry or need a refresher.

[image: Image] In our appendix, we’ll cover issues that may be important to some of you, such as multiple births, nontraditional families, and a handful of specialized health concerns such as autism and attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder, or ADHD.

We know, we know. So exciting, so titillating, so promising that you can’t wait to jump right in and devour dozens of pages on the fine art of applying cream to a diaper rash or teaching manners (not to mention the much more big-picture topics). But before you begin, we want to introduce you to a few high-altitude thoughts about parentingIII—the recurrent themes that, while perhaps not front and center every day, should be on your radar screen as you undertake the greatest job in the world. Call them the YOU Parenting Principles, if you will:

Parenting = Complex

In life, there are some problems that have an easy solution:

Infection X + Medicine Y = Healthy U

When it comes to parenting, we’d like it to work that way, too. But parenting can be a little bit like intense detective work, in that there’s not always a clear solution to whatever mystery you happen to encounter. See, in life, there are three different kinds of problems: the simple (like baking a cake, where you follow a recipe), the complicated (like sending a rocket to the moon, where you use lots of teams to overcome the many challenges, but once you’ve succeeded, you know how to do it in the future), and the complex (like raising a child—it’s always a moving target, with innumerable nuances and factors that make every situation different). Because parenting is complex, there isn’t always a steadfast right or wrong way to do it; instead there may be stronger and weaker ways, but you also have to make decisions based on the unique qualities of your child. And that’s what we’re really after here—helping you learn about child development so you can understand the complexities and adjust for them along the way.

Parenting = Modeling

No two ways about it. You’re a role model: a behavior model, an eating model, and an everything-else model. You’ll learn in the first part of the book that the main way that children learn isn’t through the words you use (the “do as I say”), but through your actions (the “do as I do”). We know this through the biology of mirror neurons, which we’ll discuss in chapter 3. And it should serve as a guiding principle for you. For your child to be healthy, you need to be, too—not just in what you eat but also in areas such as your relationships with others and how you treat yourself. Kids learn more through what they observe than through what you tell them. Think of that next time you try to text while you’re driving or lash out at someone with a series of bleepin’ bleeps.

Parenting = Moving to the Middle

For lots of things in life, we’re taught the superlative rules: Be the best, the greatest, the most amazing. Parenting shouldn’t be about that. A lot of science shows that the two extremes of parenting are actually the most destructive to a child’s development. While it’s no surprise that having an absentee parent who gives a child no attention isn’t healthy, the 180-degree turn is also bad. An adult who overparents—scheduling every waking moment or leashing your child to your body so he never gets to climb the playground equipment, for instance—can actually hinder development. (See why in chapter 1.) It’s better to be somewhere in the middle, where you’re giving your child enough attention but also knowing that exploration and independence are crucial to his learning. Here’s the deep thought of the day: You can be the greatest parent in the world by not being the greatest parent in the world.

Parenting = A 3-D Experience

Doesn’t matter if you don’t sport glasses with red and blue lenses, the real trick to smart parenting is to provide a multisensory experience for your kid. You’ve heard that a child’s brain is like a sponge, so you need to make the biggest mess you can. Spill everything: words, sounds, tastes, colors, shapes, smells, the world! As you do this, you’ll find that your child will communicate (sometimes subtly) her preferences. Those clues will help you nudge her in the directions in which (1) she has the most interest, and (2) she has the most potential for success (very much related to her innate interest). Now, this doesn’t mean that you overwhelm your child (see “Parenting = Moving to the Middle”), but it does mean that you are making an effort to satisfy all of your child’s sensory needs.

Parenting = Challenging Genetics, Changing Genetics

One of the big notions that we’ll be exploring in just a few pages is the new field of epigenetics. No doubt, you know about genetics. The union of Mom and Dad is what determines the genetic makeup of child. There’s a lot to be said about how both physical and personality traits seem to come directly from parents. But cutting-edge information about pregnancy and child development demonstrates that we have the ability to change the way genes express themselves (or influence our traits), starting as early as in utero. Therefore, a child isn’t necessarily tied to the actions of the DNA that she’s born with. You can actually change how that works by adjusting what you expose your child to—you can turn genes on or off. So you play a crucial role in shaping the way that your child develops regarding everything from personality and behavior to his future health. Incredible indeed. You can change your child’s life by changing the way his genes function. And you know what it all boils down to? You got it: the environment.

And that’s really what YOU: Raising Your Child is all about. We’re going to help you create the environment that allows your child to learn, to grow, and to be healthy and happy. This environment, as you now know, has as much to do with the river itself as the way you navigate it.

So grab your paddle and hop in.

After all, this ride is the ride of your life, and, believe us, your child is ready to go.



I. That’s actually one of the reasons why children raised in the same family can be so different; not only do you change the way you parent with subsequent children, but the environment changes, as well.

II. That’s eighteen years (including four days for leap years). Add another day if the child is born in 2007, 2011, or 2015.

III. Did you know that parenting seems to lower your blood pressure? One of the many benefits, for sure.


[image: images]

Let ’Em Grow, Let ’Em Grow, Let ’Em Grow

Establish the Best Environment Early On to Help Your Child Thrive in All Areas of Life

[image: Image]

Even if you’re new to parenting and haven’t spent all that much time around children, you surely can think back to your own childhood and remember that there are as many kinds of kids as there are lotto-number combos. The princess-loving kids, the dinosaur-loving kids, the musical kids, the athletic kids, the kids who could dance in diapers the minute mom cranked the tunes, the kids who could read before they were even off the breast, the kids who could toot at a lion’s-roar decibel level, the kids who were afraid of anything with four, eight, or one hundred legs. We could go on and on (more than we already have), and please don’t take offense if we missed the kind of kid you were. (Saved by the Bell addict, were ya?)

We suspect that you get the point: One of the most wonderful things in all of life is that children are the crayons in the world’s biggest box of Crayolas, so many different colors, and all beautiful in their own way.

That’s part of the reason why we’re here: to celebrate those differences and to help you nurture the unique qualities that make your child so fascinating.

That said, the reason you’re reading this book, we imagine, is that there are certain aspects of parenting that you want to make sure you’re doing the right way; the so-called normal way, the healthy way. Thankfully, you’ve come to the right place. Based on some common biology that most children share, we’re going to talk about how you can create the ideal environment for all dimensions of your child’s development.

By environment, we don’t mean how you’ve prepared the nursery but how you’ve prepared yourself to meet the challenges and frustrations of parenthood. For nine months, a mother was the child’s literal environment; now that he’s breathing air, the parent is still the center of his universe (and we bet you thought it was the other way around). The toys you choose, the food you prepare, the music you play, as well as the emotions and attitudes you bring to your interactions with your child, influence how he is wired. We’re not just talking metaphorically; we’re talking about those two little twisty wires that inhabit every cell of the human body. Yep, you guessed it: DNA. So sit back and enjoy the YOU explanation of the most mysterious and wondrous process we can think of—how two single cells grow into your cute, smart, and mostly lovable little being.

Environmental Affairs: Nature or Nurture?

Above all the things that you will learn in this book, memorize this one: It’s not the genes she was dealt that primarily control how your child will develop as much as it is how she manages the environment you create for her.

Translation: Child development is part nature and part nurture. But in a street fight, nurture whips nature upside its head, smacks it on its rear, and throws in a few yo-momma jokes for good measure.
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Figure 1.1 The Gene Scene It’s easy to assume that your child is simply an adorable concoction of two sets of DNA. While true biologically, this doesn’t mean that your child comes preprogrammed to be the person he will be. The field of epigenetics teaches us that the way genes function can actually change depending on actions you take, actions your child takes, and, ultimately, the environment in which your child grows up.






WHAT DOES A BABY WANT?


Even though they can’t express their opinions right from the start, babies have already formed quite a few likes and dislikes—especially when it comes to having their senses stimulated. Here’s what babies tend to prefer:

VISUAL: Infants will fixate on a face soon after birth. They like faces as well as toys with high-contrast patterns.

HEARING: Infants immediately recognize their mother’s voice and tend to be sensitive to very high and very low frequencies.

TOUCH: Skin-to-skin contact stimulates the release of oxytocin, a hormone that facilitates bonding. So even if you’re not breast feeding, it’s a good idea to hold your child to your chest while you’re bottle feeding.

SMELL AND TASTE: Infants prefer sweet tastes, but they can distinguish among sweet, bitter, and sour. (Fun fact: Two-day-old babies who breast-feed can distinguish their mother’s milk from others based on smell alone.)



Now, let’s break out the white coats and goggles for a moment. This concept has its roots in a biological field called epigenetics. Essentially, epigenetics tells us that genes have to be turned on to give you particular characteristics, and environmental influences can flip those switches on and off. In other words, it’s not just the genes you pass on to your children that make them who they are, but the expression of those genes—and you have some mighty powerful control over that (see Figure 1.1). Early epigenetic research showed that some of a mom’s actions and behaviors during pregnancy may cause epigenetic changes in a developing fetus; for example, smoking during pregnancy leads to changes that result in the way genes express themselves, resulting in such traits as small stature and even attention problems. More recent research tells us that epigenetic changes can happen all the time—not only in the womb but also after your baby is born—indeed, throughout life. Your environment steers your genes to operate in a certain way, predisposing you to certain illnesses, as well as to various behaviors, habits, and personality traits.

When we talk about the influence of the environment here, we’re not just talking about exposure to smoke or other toxins. Something as intangible as a mother’s parenting style can even affect how a child’s DNA is expressed. This is not fluff or BS (bad science), but proven fact. Just one example from animal research: When baby rats receive less licking and grooming from their mothers than their siblings do, they mature to become more fearful and reactive to stress than their siblings who are raised with more licking and grooming. That isn’t a genetic trait but, rather, an epigenetic one. Given the same DNA, less attention and more stress leads to a more fearful life for the individual.

Epigenetics isn’t the only way that environment affects a youngster’s development. Another means is what we call the “learning landscape.” Not too long ago, it was believed that the mind developed independently of anything other than genetic signals; your ability to learn was simply a formula based on genes from Mom plus genes from Pop. It has become clear, however, that it’s not just genes that dictate mental, emotional, and intellectual development. Instead the mind relies on the environment to give clues and signals about how it’s supposed to develop and what it’s supposed to learn. It’s the landscape that you create around your child that influences how he or she learns.I

Think about it: Could you learn to swim, ice-skate, or ride a bike only from a book? Of course not; you need feedback from the environment, filtered through your body, to train your mind. A kid won’t learn to play piano if he just knows the notes on paper. He has to feel and hear his environment to learn the skill.

In addition to providing a stimulating physical environment for learning, you can influence your child’s learning by the emotional environment you create. If you sigh heavily when your child asks you to toss a ball outside, you’re less likely to raise the next Derek Jeter than if you leap from your La-Z-Boy recliner with enthusiasm. In the jungle, when Momma Monkey jumps away fast from a snake, that behavior is learned immediately by Baby Monkey, without the need for repetition. Here the emotional context created by the mother (stress, fear) signals to her baby that this info is of primo importance for survival, and the baby responds by locking it in posthaste.


STRANGER THINGS HAVE HAPPENED

Right from the start, a baby knows the difference between family and strangers, and at about six to nine months, a child can actually develop fear of being touched or picked up by a stranger. “Stranger anxiety” doesn’t happen in all babies, and it typically subsides by the time a child is about two years old.



So this new logic tells us that our minds and our environment are not independent—that we develop in a certain way, that we learn things in a certain way, that we become who we are in a certain way because of the environment we’re in. This is especially important when it comes to kids because their minds are expanding at light speed as they gain the knowledge and skills they need to navigate the world around them.

Now, the point of this is not to dismiss the notion of genetics entirely. Without a doubt, children are born with a certain temperament. In fact, about 20 percent of kids are born with what’s called a “high-reactive” temperament. That means they’re likely to be startled by unfamiliar things, or they’re very shy, or they tend to get scared of things like clowns or the dark. (As the children get older, this trait can develop into full-blown anxiety or depression.) These kids are certainly wired a bit differently. Their amygdalas—the almond-shaped region in the brain that deals with emotion—are overly active, even hyperactive (see Figure 1.2). So these children react emotionally to all kinds of triggers. This is not always a bad thing: Hypervigilance can also lead to being conscientious, punctual, and exerting great self-control. The environment in which a high-reactive child is raised can tip the balance one way or the other; for example, giving encouragement and support can make a shy child feel more comfortable and help bring him out of his shell, whereas dismissing his fears or pushing him beyond his comfort zone can make him want to retreat back into it. The bottom line is, even though there is some hard-core genetic wiring underlying the development of the mind, environment can influence genetic predisposition.



[image: Image]
Figure 1.2 To Teach His Own One of the emotional centers of our brain, the amygdala, helps children learn by forming emotional attachments to information they process—whether good, bad, scary, or silly. That’s an important lesson for all parents: If you want to teach your child and maintain his interest, you need to tickle the learning centers of his brain.





If you incorporate this concept of environmental influence into our river analogy, you will see how it easily makes sense. The way you might navigate a river depends to a certain degree on your boat (DNA) but even more so on whether it’s a slow-moving stream or crazy rapids. You make different decisions and take different actions depending on what kind of environment you’re in moment by moment, and that changes the kind of ride you have along the river of life.II Same holds true for kids: Their minds develop differently if they’re in a stressed environment, a stimulating environment, a protective environment—any different kind of environment. Their minds also develop differently depending on how (or how often) that environment changes.

And that’s exactly where you come in.

Who Are You? A Guide to Parenting Styles

Okay, so now you know a bit about why environment is such a key factor in how your child’s mind develops over the years. As we again return to our river metaphor, it’s easy to make the comparison between the elements of a river’s environment and the elements of a child’s environment. On the river, it’s the rate of the rapids, the number of rocks in the way, the tree branches that’ll guillotine you if you don’t duck; in other words, as in life, it’s a combination of the expected and the unexpected. For the child, it’s everything from his home and his toys to his friends and family. They’re all part of the landscape that determines how easy or difficult it will be for him to reach his destination.

But the most important element in determining how your child’s boat will run the river of life is his river guide: you.



MIND YOUR OWN MIND


Odd as it may seem, one of the most significant features in your child’s environment is your state of mind. Between 10 percent and 20 percent of mothers of newborns are affected by postpartum depression (not to mention the “baby blues,” a milder form of depression that affects the majority of new moms), while one-third of moms with preschoolers also suffer from depression. As you might imagine, a depressed mom has a huge impact on a child’s environment. Fewer than 20 percent of women with depression actually talk to their doc about it, but they should! It’s also important for women to turn to friends and loved ones for emotional and social support. These networks will help you combat depression and the blues, which ultimately influence not just you but your entire family. When mothers are depressed, they may be physically present but neither emotionally nor psychologically available. Babies of depressed mothers may develop infantile depression and engage less with people and their environment. In the extreme, they may even fall off the growth curve. Children of chronically depressed moms may have difficulty forming close relationships throughout life. Also, children with depressed moms may be drowsy, passive, more temperamentally difficult, irritable, less able to tolerate separation, and more afraid or more anxious than children of nondepressed mothers. Because depressed moms don’t talk as much to their babies, don’t use “motherese,” and are less responsive to their babies’ cues, these children can experience language delays as well. The good news: Symptoms in children can be reversed if maternal depression is treated. Visit the website for Postpartum Support International (www.postpartum.net) for more info.



Until your child is old enough to hold a paddle and strong enough to navigate life’s currents on his own, the job is yours. How you decide to manage the currents of childhood and parenthood is absolutely the number one environmental contributor to overall child development.


CRAZY CONFLICT

What happens when arguments get amped up a few decibel levels? It’s not good—not only for the adults involved but also for the kids who are watching. So-called adverse childhood events (like witnessing abuse or domestic violence) have horrible long-term effects on children. While you may not want to rock the boat or paddle upstream because it seems too hard to get out of a bad situation, the consequences for your child are devastating if you stay in an abusive relationship. If you won’t make a change for yourself, do it for your child’s current and future health and happiness.



Our goal in this book is simple. We want to make it easy for you to set your course and go with the flow, rather than feel like you’re paddling upstream. We’re going to help you find the best paddle, and we’ll help you choose the best route for you: smooth sailing if that’s your preference, or a safe white-water experience if you’re more adventurous. In either case, the goal is to raise a child who is secure and skilled enough that you can eventually hand the paddle over to him to practice a few strokes here and there and, ultimately, to take total control for himself.

So where do we start? With a question that you need to answer now and reassess every so often during your parenting journey:

What kind of parent are you?

Yeah, yeah, yeah. You’re loving, you’re giving, you’ve made more sacrifices than a ninety-nine-year-old monk. We’re with you, and we know that’s the deep-down truth for the majority of parents in the world. Our question, though, is much more about your parenting style. What kind of environment are you creating for your child through your words, your actions, your approach to discipline, and your attentiveness?

There are two basic ways to think about parenting styles—one that reflects how you deal with authority, and one that reflects your overall parenting personality. So take a look at the following catalog of parenting descriptions to see what best describes you.


AUTHORITY Style

Zero Authority: The Pudding Pop or Marshmallow Mommy

Characteristics: soft, easy, sweet to the point of being unhealthy—i.e., a pushover.
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This parental variety comes in all shapes and forms, but its most notable trait is the ability to say “Yes, sweetie” to offspring in any situation. As in: “Yes, you can go to bed whenever you like.” “Yes, you may have cotton candy for dinner.” “Yes, you may swing from the monkey bars with your teeth.” More interested in being a friend than a parent, this type offers little guidance, often to the point of seeming to be disengaged or uncaring. These moms and dads have several predators: namely, their own offspring, as kids learn to manipulate parental units in all situations. Potential for destruction to relationship runs high.

Hyper Authority: The Iron Maiden or Master

Characteristics: rigid, inflexible, superscary for everyone—i.e., a tyrant.
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This fierce species comes with very sharp teeth and a loud growl to scare off any and all challengers in the quest for complete control. Parent will roar with a series of “No, not a chance!” responses, even to the most innocent of requests from offspring. Species rules the only way it knows how, having descended from equally controlling parents of its own. This beast creates a tension that can be felt not only throughout its own tribe but also throughout neighboring tribes as well. While the strong-arm approach can work to achieve short-term goals, long-term damage is likely, as tension escalates and offspring rebellion rates soar.

Sensible Authority: The Flex-a-Family

Characteristics: establishes ground rules with clear priorities (health, safety) and logical consequences for actions. Authority is exercised in a warm, loving environment, and is balanced with flexibility to allow kids to play and explore.
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This species has a firm, foam-pillow-like quality to it: strong enough to provide support but soft enough to provide comfort. Parents work together and understand that raising the young requires a firm set of rules that teach offspring protective societal boundaries. But they also give offspring enough space to learn and grow on their own. Parents are not afraid to say no, but when they do, it’s not about exerting control but about teaching why an action or behavior is unsafe or unacceptable. Success rates of raising a healthy, happy child are highest among this species.

Once you’ve identified which species of parent you tend to resemble most in regards to your approach to authority, consider your overall parenting personality:


PARENTING Personality

The Hyper Parent

Characteristics: always on the go, go, go—moving, scheduling, social climbing—and doing everything for child, so that he never learns to do for himself.
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The Hyper Parent views parenting as an extreme sport. Everything is controlled, and everything is the best (best pizza, best camp, best school, best neighborhood). Every minute is scheduled with not a minute spared for actually thinking or feeling or relaxing. Why waste time daydreaming when you could be working with flash cards? Gotta get your child involved in everything, and if he isn’t the best, get a coach or a tutor who will make him the best. Make him shower in antibacterial gel. Do absolutely every single task by the book with no wiggle room at all. Perfect parenting, if you will.

The Absent Parent

Characteristics: solitary creature who camouflages self into the background or is too busy with own life to pay attention to the child.

[image: Image]

Here the parent is as uninvolved as possible: plops the kid in front of the TV so the parent can take care of his or her own life. There’s little or no social and emotional interaction. The thought process is clear: Let the kid fend for himself and learn the hard knocks as they come. “My parents didn’t do one thing with me when I was a kid, and look at me, I turned out just fine.”

The Go-with-the-Flow Parent (GWTFP)

Characteristics: adaptable, able to make decisions based on the specific situation at hand.
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Life is unpredictable, kids are unpredictable. So the GWTFP remains flexible and adapts to any and all kinds of parenting situations and struggles. That means helping your child live in a balanced world that’s neither too lax nor too tough. Life shouldn’t be boot camp for a child, nor should it be a twenty-four-hour playground, either. It should be a little bit of both. The GWTFP knows how to balance appropriate stimulation with downtime and unstructured play. Providing free time is key to cultivating imagination and creativity (which teaches kids to think outside the box and to innovatively solve problems later in life). Unstructured play—at the beach, on the playground—also helps teach kids social skills as well as how to deal with the unexpected.

Note: A GWTFP should not be confused with a Marshmallow Mommy or Pudding Pop; there’s a difference between laissez-faire and loving limits. And absentee parents can be darn totalitarian when they do show up. To produce the healthiest environment for your child’s development, we recommend that you aim to be a GWTFP with a Flex-a-Family style.

•  •  •

There are big implications for parenting in any of the extreme environments: Each end of the spectrum can create tension for kids, albeit for different reasons. In fact, some research suggests that chronic stress (the same kind of stress that would be experienced by youngsters in any of these four familial situations) hinders the development of memory. Other studies suggest that the same kind of chronic stress in kids can be linked to obesity later in life. Still more science shows that a highly temperamental parent leads to all kinds of problems in kids, including anxiety, shyness, and behavioral problems. Not good, needless to say. This is also one of the reasons why nurturing your relationship with your spouse or significant other is so important to your child’s health, as stress can come in the form of observing constant parental conflict.

Our goal as parents is to create the optimal learning environment for our children so that they develop competency and can eventually handle the world themselves. If your parenting style falls too far on the “easy” end of the spectrum, you don’t give them the boundaries that they need to grow and to assimilate with their peers (not to mention assimilating with adults, too). And if your style falls too far on the tyrannical or hyper end, you’re teaching your kids to live life scared, and that creates stress and anxiety levels that actually inhibit learning.

For some, finding that middle ground of parenting—the one in which you’re strong yet flexible—will come naturally. But it’s not always easy, and, at times, many have a hard time finding the middle. Sometimes it’s because it’s easier just to give in than to fight with your child or try to explain why-oh-why he can’t have Guitar Hero when he turns two. And sometimes it’s because having an iron fist can keep a child from even making such a request. And sometimes it’s just easier after a long day to flip on the TV than read The Cat in the Hat for the eighty millionth time. The fact is that it actually takes a reasonable amount of work, discipline, and focus to live in that middle ground day after day, hour after hour, parenting challenge after parenting challenge.

Attention Attention: Finding the Middle Ground

If you’re able to get yourself into the middle ground—a GWTFP and Flex-a-Family combo—the question arises: How the heck do you know when to flex and when to flow?

Your child’s clues will actually tell you; your job is to pay attention. Like a bat flying through the darkness or a dolphin navigating murky depths, from birth, your child emits a constant stream of sonarlike pings—in the form of sounds, squirms, eye contact, and so forth—letting you know what he wants, craves, and needs. When you respond, he feels content and secure. Understanding your child’s pings is instinctive: One of the first things that a mother learns is how to distinguish different types of crying—“I’m hungry,” “I’m wet,” “I’m tired,” “I just want a little TLC”—and respond appropriately. This call-and-response is reinforced by Baby’s actions (Baby cries, Mom picks up, Baby stops crying). Pings can be nonverbal, too: facial expressions or body language. (Think of the “I’ve gotta pee” dance.)

As your child grows, those pings communicate what kinds of things attract and intrigue her. Your job is to tune in, recognize, and respond to those signals so that you can, in turn, try to create the environment that she’s longing (pinging) for.III How do you do that? By giving all sorts of positive feedback. For instance, when she oohs and ahhs, repeat the sounds back to her. Dole out smiles and hugs. When she shows from an early age that she’s got Everest-exploring tendencies, build her a fort out of pillows. Resist the urge to squash the ant she’s gazing at with such fascination. In addition to an encyclopedic knowledge of dinosaurs and Disney princesses, you’ll be rewarded with a child who naturally loves to learn.

Your child’s pings are her first attempt to grab the paddle and grind away. The danger is that if she gets no response from you (or a negative response), then you teach perhaps the worst lesson of all: not to try again. So what’s your job? Tune into your baby’s pings (sounds, squirms, eye contact)—and respond. What he wants from you most is your attention, so give it, especially when he reaches out to you or says a new word. If your child pings by showing an interest in, say, trains, then don’t reject or override that signal and impose your own agenda—for instance, by replacing Thomas the Tank Engine with a baseball. Just go with the flow and see where those trains take you. That’s because children are more apt to learn things that are interesting to them (same with adults, too); you’ll read more about this in the next chapter.


FACTOID: In the early research on temperament, about 70 percent of the children studied fit three clusters of behaviors: 40 percent could be characterized as an “easy” child, who was positive, adaptable, and mild; 10 percent to 15 percent, a “difficult” child—negative, intense, and slow to adapt; and 15 percent were classified as “slow to warm up,” indicating that they were negative, slow to adapt, and low activity. Over time, the difficult children accounted for a disproportionate number of behavioral problems, including ADHD, oppositional behavior, and other disruptive behaviors. They also exhibited general irritability and proneness to distress, and had difficulty controlling their negative responses.

What does this tell us? Well, many people think far more children are being diagnosed with ADHD these days than there used to be (“We didn’t have that in our era,” huffs Grandpop). But the truth is that we’ve always had it; it’s just that it used to be called being a brat, and then it was called temperamental, and now it’s called something else. We tell you this so you can realize that it’s our language and classifications that have evolved—not necessarily an entire generation’s behavior.




The Motions of Emotions


While you may be anxious to get to the part where we explain the fastest way to get your child potty trained or reciting the alphabet, there’s an important preamble to any kind of talk about encouraging your child’s development. And that involves creating a foundation of good emotional health.

One of the ways we judge emotional strength is through a concept called “attachment.” This emotional bond, which represents the sense children have that they can trust their caregivers, serves as the foundation for a healthy emotional life. Healthy attachment occurs naturally for many of us, especially if you had loving caregivers as a child, but some kids do suffer from what we call attachment disorder, in which they find it difficult to bond with their parents. Healthy attachment develops when a parent or caregiver is attentive and sensitive to a child’s needs every day, as shown through prompt, consistent, and tender responses.

As a parent, you want to help create a child who can navigate herself down the river of life one day. Does that mean your job is to eradicate any and all disappointments, challenges, or obstacles? Of course not. It means that you need to teach your child to have the confidence and control to face and manage problems when they occur (which they inevitably will)—without overstressing, without panicking, without flinging a cup of milk across a restaurant when the waitress says they’re out of macaroni and cheese.

We believe that you can provide your child with robust emotional health by focusing on what we call the Seven Strengths. Each is a particular characteristic that you can encourage in your youngster. As she grows, you can check in now and again to see how she’s maintaining each and where she might benefit from a little boost.

1. Happiness: The parenting styles we talked about earlier directly correspond to levels of happiness in children. That’s certainly pretty clear when it comes to the Iron Master/Maiden method of parenting. There’s little happiness for a child who frets that he’s going to get verbally assaulted if he happens to walk down the stairs a little loudly. But please don’t make the mistake of thinking that happiness means that the child always gets his way and always gets rewarded for good behavior with a new Hot Wheels. Why? Because with that approach, you create an environment where desires are always gratified, which we know is not the case in life. True satisfaction comes from successfully meeting appropriate challenges in a nonpressurized setting—when a child feels confident that he will be loved for being himself, whether he’s playing, working on a project, or simply exploring life. It’s when a win is a real achievement that he has earned, not one that is engineered by his parents. While saying “no” may not always result in the most cheerful child, setting limits communicates to your child that you care about him, and there’s a lot of happiness created (subconsciously, perhaps) when children know that their parents are there to protect them.

2. Self-Confidence/Independence: In the self-confidence spectrum, you see all kinds of kids. There are the ones who are bold, strong, and can strike up a ten-minute conversation with the UPS guy. And there are the ones who are so shy that they spend more time behind Mom’s leg than on the jungle gym. We appreciate both kinds of kids. But it seems to us that the ideal is somewhere in between. Think about it: If you were a passenger on a raft, you wouldn’t want a river guide to be so bold and brave and reckless that he’s being unsafe and taking you down a sixty-foot waterfall. But you also don’t want a guide so unsure of himself that he doesn’t allow you to experience any of the thrills of negotiating some rapids.

Kids, too, crave that sweet spot of having a guide (you) somewhere in between. In fact, they’ll even be at a disadvantage (and in some case, even danger) if they’re raised on either extreme. The ideal is to create an environment in which your child can develop confidence and independence—where he’s forced to navigate a little bit of life on his own (with you watching), whether by interacting at the playground with kids he doesn’t know or by letting go of the side of the pool and even trying the kiddie waterslide. While your impulse may be to keep him in a life vest until age eighteen, that doesn’t grow a strong paddler with good decision-making skills in the long run. On the flip side, resist the urge to teach him to jump off the side of the pool if he’s not yet comfortable putting his head underwater, as that can backfire, too. The best way to steer your child toward developing confidence (or rein him back, if necessary) is by putting him in age-appropriate situations and encouraging him to take a cue from Ferdinand Magellan and explore the world. Your job is to provide a map (or GPS) in case he gets lost.

3. Resilience: Go to any book or website of famous quotations, and surely you can find umpteen variations on this theme: “Show me a man who hasn’t failed, and I’ll show you a man who hasn’t tried.” Take any of them (“Get back in the saddle,” “Try, try again,” or “Failure breeds success”), and you have a perfect mantra for how to teach your kids resilience. It’s okay to fail. Repeat: It’s okay to fail. (At least at this stage; maybe not the message you want to preach when it comes to algebra class or when they move back home at age forty-three!) While you certainly are going to want your kids to try hard, to do their best, and to keep plugging at whatever task they’re working on, you’re doing your child a great disservice if you teach him that he has to hit the ball the first time off the tee, always color within the lines, or memorize multiplication tables by age three. The hard-driving, succeed-at-anything message often sent by the Hyper Parent only sets up a child for future failures—not to mention rebellion. Because mistakes are inevitable, some children will, logically, figure that the best way to avoid them is not to try at all, lest they risk being imperfect (this explains bright children who underachieve).

What you want to do is flip the timeline: Let him experience failure now, when the stakes are low. Let your child try to solve problems. Don’t rush in and put the puzzle together for him the minute he complains that it’s too hard.IV He may get only one or two pieces this time, but that will teach him to want to do better the next. Praise him for the effort, for the desire to learn and try out solutions, and for being brave when it took a lot for him to put himself out there. Dishing out praise that is specific to effort and not about perfection communicates to your child that you believe in him and think he is terrific no matter whether he succeeds or fails and that there is an adult in his life who is unconditionally devoted to him.

4. Empathy and Compassion: When you have a baby, there’s no question: She’s the most important thing in the world to you. And you send her that message every day with your love, with your attentiveness to her needs, with your warm snuggles and hug-me eyes. Absolutely, no question, you should do that as a parent. But at some point, you need to make sure that your child receives quite a different message: that she’s not the only person in this world; that there are others who should be treated the same way, and that, really, her needs and wants are no more important than Sally’s from down the street. Sounds a little harsh, we know, but this is another place where sensible authority comes in. You can love, care for, and protect your child all you want, but you also have to draw the line: to teach your child that it’s not appropriate to hit other kids, to tease defenseless dogs, or to pull flowers off the neighbor’s rosebush. The key to instilling compassion, of course, is communication. Soon enough, your child will pepper you with more questions than a public defender: Why? Why? Why? Why? The more “why” questions you answer—specifically about why other people matter—the better. The earlier you teach your child to consider other people’s feelings (“How would you feel if Izzy grabbed your tail or your doll?”), the better her chances of assimilating into a world that’s a heck of a lot more diverse and unpredictable than your home environment.
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5. Playfulness: When’s the last time you let yourself really enjoy a game of hide-and-seek? It’s hard to maintain a sense of playfulness when weighted down by adult responsibilities. There’s always a phone call that needs to be returned, a mess that needs to be cleaned up, or a meal that needs to be prepared. But in the long run, do you think your child will remember that dinner was a little late one night or that after he found you hiding under a giant pile of dirty laundry, you tickled him until he couldn’t breathe? Slow down and make time to play—at home as well as in parks.

Singing, dancing, and playing games with rhythm and music are fun ways to relax and let loose while stimulating your baby’s brain. Exposure to music has actually been shown to increase the speed of learning and improve memory. For toddlers and older children, unstructured play with other children provides the opportunity to role-play, which reinforces their sense of empathy and compassion.

Kids who only play indoors are at risk of “nature deficit disorder”: a lack of comfort and familiarity with the natural world. Getting outside and exploring allows your child to experience the awe and wonder of the great outdoors—and learn from all kinds of sources, be they animal, vegetable, or mineral. Exposure to nature has enormous positive effects: It promotes intellectual curiosity, sustained focus, attention to detail, problem-solving skills, physical strength, and coordination, as well as provides opportunities for relaxation. Nature is a perfect example of a learning landscape.

6. Delayed Gratification: To have a Flex-a-Family, you need to master the skill of not giving in to every little whim and want of your child. And for good reason. In a classic research study, kids were put in a room alone with a marshmallow and told that if they resisted the temptation to eat it, they would get a second marshmallow when the researcher returned. Decades later, those kids who could wait (as opposed to the ones who gulped it down immediately) ended up as higher achieving adults, with more satisfying careers and better earning potential. So how do you teach delayed gratification to a child who can’t wait to eat the marshmallow? Some child experts advocate teaching them distraction techniques (how to take their mind off the “want” by thinking about or doing something else). Others suggest teaching them about setting long-term goals (saving up allowance to buy a special toy and then offering a special reward to teach how great saving is, such as giving them their money back after they’ve paid for the toy). The most important thing is not to give them everything they want the minute they want something. It all boils down to teaching your child how to be comfortable being a little uncomfortable.

7. Spirituality: Recent research suggests that one of the biggest influences on how a child develops emotionally is how grounded he is spiritually. In this context, spirituality doesn’t refer to religion but to having a sense of one’s place in the universe. For a child, this means how she fits into her immediate community—her family—as well as progressively larger communities she is exposed to (her neighborhood, her school, and so on). How can a parent help achieve this? Lots of ways, like creating family rituals around birthdays and holidays, participating in community events like parades, and volunteering as a family to help those less fortunate.

Now, the reason why instilling these strengths isn’t as easy as it sounds is because we live in a world that’s more complex than an organic-chemistry doctoral dissertation. There’s a lot of stuff swirling around you, which can make mastering smart parenting difficult. But if you understand how to manage conflict and stress—and how to help your child do so too—it can make the job a whole lot easier.

Managing Conflict and Stress

Oh, life would be grand if every day were stress-free, conflict-free, and worry-free—if you could just kick back in your canoe and bask in the sunshine (fully UVA and UVB protected, of course). Alas, the period in your life when you are raising children is potentially the most stressful time you’ll ever experience, what with kid stress, job stress, spouse/relationship stress, household stress, economic stress, extended-family stress, and so much more. And that’s not even mentioning things like your own personality tendencies and that of your partner. Wouldn’t it be great to be a kid again, when you played all day and didn’t have to worry about money, about work, about anything except the fact that you wanted to stay up until eight-thirty and your parents made you go to bed at eight? Simple times. Or were they?

In an absolute sense, sure. Kids don’t have your burdens. They don’t have mortgages or in-laws. But children experience all kinds of stresses that simmer below the surface. The stress of encountering new people and situations. The stress of not being in control of their day. And the stress of knowing that they must rely on others for everything. They have few real choices. They can’t switch siblings or parents or lives. They’re in a perpetual state of learning, with the bar being raised on a daily basis. Geesh, talk about stress. Those stresses, unconscious for the most part, aren’t always expressed verbally by kids. But they are there, and they do affect how kids behave.

Other forms of stress can be more apparent, and they differ depending on the child’s age—whether it’s the stress of jumping into a swimming pool for the first time, or walking into preschool, or eyeballing some four-legged beast that has teeth as big as a foot. Any of these can be very daunting for a kid.

The most potent form of childhood stress is tension between parents or the adults of the household. The problem is not the conflict per se—in fact, it’s healthy for children to see that people disagree; otherwise they grow up with unrealistic notions about human interaction and avoid conflict, which can have its own negative consequences. Here’s the real problem: While conflict is a part of any marriage or relationship, kids don’t always see the resolution part of the equation.

Think about it: Mom and Dad fight about given topic. They throw a few barbs at each other, then give each other the silent treatment. Tension runs high, and the kid can feel that anxiety. Then a few more barbs (or dishes?) are thrown before the parents decide to take their argument private so that their youngster doesn’t have to witness it anymore. Consequently, the kid never sees how two people can resolve their disagreements, make up, and move on.V Without witnessing the reconciliation process, the child remains in a state of anxiety worrying about the future of his parents’ relationship.

It’s neither realistic nor helpful to pretend that conflict doesn’t exist. Nor is it healthy for a child to be exposed to constant fighting. (See page 442 on handling divorce.) Rather, a loving environment is one where hurts can be forgiven and differences of opinion can be resolved through mutual respect. It’s your job to model that behavior.

Every day, zillions of factors go into what kind of environment you’re creating for your child. Fortunately, if you fall off the flexible-parent wagon, you can always get back on and try again. While you’re at it, admit your mistake to your child so he can learn from your experience that nobody is perfect. But when it comes right down to it, a strong factor in healthy child development is how you manage conflict and stress, and the behavior you model for your child.

Creating an environment that encourages healthy emotional development lays the foundation for healthy brain development as well. Before we start to explore the nuts and bolts of how the brain assimilates skills (such as motor skills and language skills) in the next chapter, use the tips below to help create an environment that’s best for your child—not to mention for you.


YOU TIPS

Use All Senses. For optimal overall development, make sure to involve as many of your child’s senses as possible in her experience of the world. While it may be easier just to rely on sight and hearing (showing an object and then saying the word aloud), don’t hesitate to bring in touch, taste, and smell when you have the opportunity. All of that enhances the Learning Landscape. You can show an apple, say the word, and then let your child feel it and smell it (and taste it, depending on his age). A multisensory approach helps embed memories in the brain better than simply using one or two senses to make a point. Certainly you don’t need to use every sense in every learning situation (nobody needs to taste mulch, after all); just look for opportunities to create as multidimensional an environment as possible.

Take It Outside. Getting kids to play outside has plenty of beneficial effects: It keeps a healthy mind in a healthy body and is an antiobesity agent (unless going outside means going to the neighborhood store for junk food). Playing in nature provides a valuable opportunity to learn from the birds and the bees, literally: to see how ants work together to move a stick far bigger than they are; to learn that the boy birds are the ones with bright plumage, not the girl birds; to see a chameleon camouflage itself to avoid detection (a great trick for hide-and-seek games later!). Kids who have experienced hands-on learning from nature do better on standardized tests, and for the wiggly kid on the ADHD side of the spectrum (see page 423), outside play can be the preferred means of getting those ya-ya’s out. Howard Gardner, a proponent of the view that we have multiple intelligences, has proposed the notion of an eighth intelligence: being a naturalist, or having a sense of the natural environment. And going outside with your kids gives you the chance to practice smart parenting, or letting your child “ping” nature and have you express delight and joy in what he discovers (while also remedying your own potential nature deficit disorder).

Release Her Inner Olivia Newton-John. And let’s get physical. A child’s mind doesn’t simply develop from passively processing what she is seeing and hearing. A lot happens when the child actively experiences her environment as well. Repeated physical actions—throwing a ball, climbing the ladder of a slide—lay down powerful muscle memories, and that’s a huge way that both knowledge and intelligence are formed. It’s a true mind-body connection, so rest assured that whenever your child is actively using her body, she’s also exercising her mental muscles.

And Her Inner Columbus, While You’re at It. In other words, let your child go out and explore. As parents, sometimes it can be hard to watch a kid roll in puddles, climb a tree, or stomp through mud after you just washed his shoes for the third time this week. But with a watchful eye, you should make an effort to let your child discover his world. Significant developmental benefits come to those who expose their minds to new experiences. In fact, it’s this kind of spontaneous discovery that creates opportunities for learning. We’re not saying that you should let your child run wild, especially in unsafe circumstances, but living in a bubble won’t do much for helping his mind grow.

Teach Who Owns the Problem. Rather than telling your child no all the time, a smart tactic is to make him aware of the potential consequences of his actions so that he learns to make wise choices when you’re not around to raise the alarm. Instead of shrieking at him every time he stands up on the chair, in a calm voice you can say, “I’d be disappointed if you fell because you’d get hurt, and we’d have to spend time in the emergency room rather than playing with your dolls or playing catch.” While you sometimes need to be forceful with a “no,” such as when danger is imminent, taking advantage of teachable moments early on can have a positive effect that will last a lifetime.

Just Watch. Throughout the book, we emphasize the importance of interacting with and stimulating your child. But that doesn’t mean you have to play camp counselor all the time. In fact, you can learn a lot about what kind of stimulation she wants and what kind of emotions she has simply by sitting back and observing her behavior (she’s pinging to you, remember?), her facial expressions, and the nuances of how she responds when exposed to certain things. Some of the greatest information about parenting doesn’t come from this or any book; it comes from reading your child directly. By responding to her signals, you reinforce that she’s getting attention, thereby creating a positive learning environment.

Go with the Flow. A mind is much better able to absorb things if it’s engaged and interested. So the lesson for you is to follow your child’s lead. If the ant hill is more interesting than the doll you just bought her, then go with the flow. If the box is more fun to play with than the toy inside, so be it. Open your own mind to learning something new, from your child’s perspective. Enjoy play time with her; you’ll be better for it, and so will she. Forcing a kid to sit inside and be drilled on his ABCs when he really wants to watch rain spouts drip is like paddling upstream.

Don’t Neglect Downtime. Sometimes, in the wake of trying to be the perfect parent, we forget that children do not need to be stimulated all the time. In fact, having some time to themselves cultivates their imagination and creativity, helps them learn to think outside the box, teaches them to deal with the unexpected, and endows them with stronger social skills. In other words, think inside the sandbox. If your child is sitting playing by himself, don’t jump in and try to push another toy or activity on him. Enjoy the downtime!

Control Your Own Stress. A child who watches a parent respond to stress by being anxious or fearful or angry will learn to do the same thing—and become hardwired to react that way in most stressful situations. Such reactions are emotional rather than logical, so it really pays to be in tune with your own signals so that you can control the messages you’re sending your child about how to handle stress and conflict.





I. Researchers call this concept “embodied cognition”—that is, your ability to learn, memorize, and function is at least partially based on your physical interaction with the environment around you.

II. If you allow us one more image to reinforce the point of environmental influence, listen to this: It used to be believed that in countries where people ride elephants, the guide’s instructions controlled the direction of the elephant. But now it’s theorized that it’s the elephant who really dictates direction, and the guide’s mind quickly rationalizes that decision. It’s an example of matter controlling the mind, rather than mind controlling matter.

III. This is very similar to “signing” to your baby, a popular way that some parents use to communicate nonverbally. They teach their babies signs to help them express their needs before they develop the ability to talk, so they don’t get frustrated. You don’t need to take a class to use signs. Rather, learn to look and listen for your baby’s pings and respond accordingly—you’ll attain the same results.

IV. Dr. and Dr. Roizen made can’t a four-letter word never to be uttered by their children, or in their home.

V. Though the kids don’t need to see exactly how some couples make up.


[image: images]

Learning Channels

The Biology of (Really) Early Education

[image: Image]

Forget YouTube. Forget 30 Rock. Forget all things Harry Potter, vampires, or Dan Brown. The most entertaining thing in the world: children.

They ask the darnedest things: “Mom, can I have a pet armadillo and name it Army?”

They say the darnedest things: “All those clouds today must mean God is having a cigar.”

They do the darnedest things: “Hmm, I can hide my peas in my glass of milk—and they’ll never find them. Ever! Mwah ha ha ha!”

Makes you wonder what the heck goes on in those silly, brilliant brains of theirs, doesn’t it?

Building on what we just described about creating an environment that promotes learning for your child, in this chapter we’re going to talk about the nuts and bolts of cognitive development. We’re going to take you inside a child’s brain—how it develops structurally and how it works biochemically—and explain how all of that science helps kids learn and develop the skills they’ll use throughout their entire lives. For those of you who measure milestones with accountantlike precision, this chapter will be right up your alley. But even if you’re not the number-crunching type, you need to understand all of these intricate neurological systems and processes, because knowing how a child’s brain works will not only help your little one be a smarter child but also help you be a smarter parent.

We think you’ll be amazed by the brain’s power and by the complexity and elegance of the mechanisms through which it works.

Building the Brain

It takes a bit of brain power to understand the ins and outs of the human brain. When you look at the biological infrastructure of the fattest organ in the body (yes, it’s true: The human brain contains at least 60 percent fatI), then you can understand why it’s so important to create a rich and rewarding environment for your child. We’ll throw around a few words that may sound like they belong in a neuroscience textbook, but trust us: We’ll make it understandable enough so you can dive into that squishy little cerebellumII of theirs and see all the cool things that are happening under the skull.

Let’s start with the beginning of brain development, as in the very beginning. During the first thirty days of pregnancy, the fetus’s central nervous system begins to take shape. A long, flat structure develops that forms a groove and rolls up into a tube. One end of the tube starts to swell—that’s the brain. The rest turns into the spinal cord. By eight weeks into pregnancy, a large part of the brain is already formed. Now, the fetus is not doing long division just quite yet, but many parts of the brain are already in place: structures like the thalamus and the cerebral cortex, which are related to memory and learning. During the last few months of pregnancy, the brain grows and thickens and really begins kicking into action. (The spinal cord is actually responsible for the other kind of kicking you feel early on.)



BILINGUAL BABY


It’s interesting to see how language works in bilingual families. If Mom speaks Spanish, say, and Dad speaks English, a child will answer his father in English and his mother in Spanish, even when those particular parents are speaking different languages than they normally do. Some bilingual kids mix the languages early on, and sometimes expressive language (what they say) is slightly delayed. But very quickly, those delays work themselves out, and when a child starts speaking in both languages, he will do so in full sentences that are contextually accurate and age appropriate.



Learning starts with the nerve cells of the brain: the neurons (see Figure 2.1). They carry information from one part of the brain to another, as well as back and forth between the brain and the rest of the body by way of the spinal cord and some specialized structures called cranial nerves. Those messages are what give us the ability to think, learn, feel, and move. Neurons are shaped like trees, with strong roots called dendrites and branches as well. Nerve cells receive info from their roots and send that info through the trunk of the tree (the axon) to the branches. Those branches pass along the information to the next neuron like a game of Telephone (or Whisper Down the Lane, if you prefer).

The branches of one neuron do not touch the roots of the next one. The message has to take a neurological leap of faith, if you will, by crossing the space between the two neurons, called the synapse. Its transportation mechanism? A chemical messenger called a neurotransmitter. As you’ll see in a moment, the strength and complexity of the connections between neurons are the keys to learning and brain development.

The pace at which a baby’s neural network is built is truly mind boggling: In utero, brains build 250,000 neurons a minute to result in about 100 billion by the time the baby is born. That’s a heck of a lot of potential learning. Nevertheless, the brain can’t afford to waste energy on learning everything there is to learn. To work efficiently, it needs to be able to adapt—to learn new things, to forget old things. Fortunately, the brain can be molded and shaped. Because of this plasticity, the brain can adapt to its environment, learning things it needs to and not spending resources learning things that are irrelevant.





[image: Image]




Figure 2.1 Message Sent The way we learn is through a process in which signals get transmitted from one neuron to another. When one neuron senses a change in our body’s muscles, organs, or hormones, it interprets the signal and sends messages to surrounding neurons. All messages cross a space between neurons called the synapse. The more those connections are strengthened, through repeated exposure to a word, a subject, and so forth, the better the child is able to learn. When those connections aren’t used, they go away—making it harder for us to learn new things as we age.





FACTOID: Between ages one and three, a child’s dominant hand becomes more and more apparent. While clear and consistent handedness isn’t fully established until anywhere from four to six years, dominance appearing in the first twelve months could indicate some kind of brain-development issue, and you should talk to your doc about it. Handedness is strongly genetic. Cool fact: 2 percent of children who have right-handed parents are left-handed.



During early development (pregnancy and infancy), the job of the brain is to grow like a forest and get as many trees as possible in there. Make it thick, make it lush, make it rich with powerful neurological redwoods. At term (forty weeks, on average), most of the neurons that will ever exist are in their correct locations, even though the baby’s brain is only about one-fourth the size of the adult brain. Most of the synaptic connections form during the first year of life, a period during which the brain rapidly expands to near-adult size, and the total number of synapses approaches twice that seen in adults.

Interestingly, synaptic connections are formed in a particular order. First come the primary sensory synapses, so Baby can sense the world around him; followed by those synapses that control gross motor skills, so that he can escape from any threats he senses; then fine motor skills, so he can write about what he just did. Last come the synapses that control higher brain functions such as motivation, judgment, and reasoning, so that he learns what he may have done right and wrong in any given situation. These final pathways aren’t fully functional until the late teens or even early twenties. Explains a lot, doesn’t it?

Starting at about a year, as Baby is exposed to her new environment, the emphasis shifts from growth to pruning. Think of it as forest management: To encourage growth of the strongest, healthiest trees, deadwood and underbrush need to be cleared away. The brain does this by eliminating redundant and underused synaptic connections. Baby doesn’t need to know how to tap dance? Cut the rat-a-tat-tat connections. Baby hears both Spanish and English in the home? Strengthen the language connections. Baby gets put in a room all day to watch videos? Connections look kind of sparse. (Think Charlie Brown’s scrawny Christmas tree.)


COOL BRAIN FACTS THAT WILL BLOW YOUR MIND

[image: Image] The brain accounts for only 2 percent of the body’s weight but uses 20 percent to 25 percent of the body’s oxygen and energy supply.

[image: Image] Messages travel between neurons at different speeds. Some seem like they’re walking (one and a half feet per second), while others are fighter-jet fast (four hundred feet per second).

[image: Image] In utero, the brain has no pain receptors, so it can feel no pain. Newborns feel pain with the same sensitivity as adults, but the sensation may be less localized (they don’t know where the pain is coming from), and they may have a delayed response.

[image: Image] While awake, the brain generates up to twenty-three watts of power, enough to light up a room.

[image: Image] Simply opening your eyes activates 75 percent of your brain’s energy.

[image: Image] Children who learn two languages before the age of five have much denser gray matter as adults. They literally build bigger brains. Muy bueno!

[image: Image]





MAKING SENSE OF THE SENSES


We’d be remiss in talking about brain development if we didn’t mention the fact that sensory development is a huge indicator of how well the brain is functioning. During the first few years of life, you should pay close attention to your child’s vision and hearing. If things don’t always add up, it may not just be a “sight” issue, but a brain development issue. You can read more about vision and hearing on pages 427–33, but for now, be aware that senses are more than just ways to interact with the world; they’re cool little windows into the world of the brain as well.

About 10 percent of kids have problems integrating all of the senses—that is, perceiving info they receive from their senses and developing responses to it. These boys and girls may refuse to eat foods with certain textures or have aversions to baths or haircuts because they recoil from the sensation of water or a pair of scissors against their skin. They may be supersensitive to the sounds of fire alarms and vacuum cleaners or even feel disoriented while running and swinging (called gravitational insecurity). There are therapeutic techniques that can be used to help moderate these children’s responses and get them used to the world around them. For instance, having a therapist or parent brush the body can help with tactile issues, while jumping up and down can help with gravitational issues. Your pediatrician or family doc can refer you to an appropriate occupational therapist or physical therapist if you feel that your child is struggling with sensory integration. Again, a key to regaining normal development is early intervention with an expert.
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