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What’s Up?

The ‘Three Musketeens’

The problem with having children is that they eventually grow up to be teenagers. I always said I love babies; it’s kids I can’t stand. Of course, I said that in jest – I really do love kids, it’s teens I can’t stand. Teen years are tough on everyone. That’s why God invented therapists and happy hour.

What planet was I on 18 years ago? Two kids in 2 years? I was so naive in thinking it would be great that the oldest would have a playmate when number 2 was born. No one told me the BEST playmates are easy to come by at the park, in the neighbourhood, or at playgroup. Even better, imported playmates go home at the end of the day. Siblings grow up and become teenagers in the same house, together, with parents, for years…and years, and years.

Don’t even talk to me about the third lovely baby who became a cute kid and is now, gasp, a teenager. It’s the three ‘Musketeens’ and me - the worn-out, stressed-out, foot-stomping Tonto who is only sometimes able to keep the tribe from eating their own. (Dad’s around too but he can write his own story about how Father Never Knows Best). 

How perfectly insane was I? If I knew then what I know now, I would have spaced them a minimum of 10 years apart. When they are young, they all love their mother. When they are teens, no one loves their mother. If they were 2, 12 and 22 instead of 13, 16 and 18, at least one of them would be young enough at any given time to love me and me love them. 

I am just now getting use to my role as ‘Musketeen mama’. Every day is like walking a tightrope. I am not supposed to help but nor must I hinder. Never inquire or ignore. It’s a no-no to insist or be insightful, criticize or correct. I should know what I don’t know but never ask what I need to know. I am always wrong and on the odd days when I am right, no one will tell me. I need to give but not too much and on any given day I can go from superhero to dog in minutes and without warning. The most important part of ‘knowing my role’ is that I must not confuse the individual wishes, concerns and personalities of each ‘Musketeen’.

Here is just a sampling of what I have learned so far. The oldest hates that she still needs me. I feel like I need to apologize for getting her to work on time, paying for tutoring, making her dinner and keeping a roof over her head. Imagine all that support and kindness – what terrible parents we are! 

The middle one is ego crazy which doesn’t help his tolerance quotient around the house. He must have the computer, NOW, because only he has important work to do. We must stop everything so he can practice 3-point turns in the car otherwise it is our fault if he fails his driving test. He can’t stand the noise the younger makes while doing her piano practising but wants everyone to listen when it’s his turn. And the most important thing in the world is to know when the prince has run out of clean socks.

The youngest is the quick-study Musketeen. She’s already learned how to pout when she can’t stay out late, even though her curfew time is later than anyone else’s at the same age. She’s up and down like a roller-coaster - one day she’s the best because she’s the youngest and the next day her life is the worst because she’s the youngest. I mark the days on my calendar so I can remember who I am talking to at any particular time – the Princess or Cinderella.


What’s the best part of living with the three Musketeens? When only one of them is in the house at a time. And the worst? Major sleep deprivation – not unlike when they were all toddlers and up in the night. Now, it’s not they that can’t sleep, need a drink of water or a cuddle - it’s ME who can’t sleep (what do you mean they’re not home yet?), ME who needs a drink (and I don’t mean hot milk) and ME who needs a cuddle (it’d be nice if they hugged me more than just on Xmas day). 


So what’s a mother to do? I could just ‘go nuts’ (what a Musketeen says when she doesn’t like what mother has to say) and let them visit me in the home, where apparently (they remind me often) they have my name on a waiting list. Or I could do nothing other than make it through each day, dreaming of a time when they realize that the older they get the smarter I am, a full nights sleep and the sweetest revenge of all – grandchildren! 

Dear Barbara – Daddy Tells Lies to 6-year-old

Dear Barbara 


What can I do about my 6 year old daughter's father telling her things about me that are not true -- for example that I really do not want her to be living with me?  I do not want to devalue her father because I know she loves him but this simply is not the truth.  She has been with me since we separated when she was 1 1/2 years old.

Dear Parent:


When one parent tells child something about the other parent that is untrue, it is important that the truth be told.  Otherwise, the child becomes very confused.  Telling the truth in a way that does not devalue the other parent is always best. 


Hearing her father make such a statement may make your daughter wonder if you and her father have been speaking privately and you told him this yourself.  Assure her that if there were ever to be a change in living arrangements, that she, her father and you would discuss it very, very carefully to decide what would be the best plan for her.


Her father probably was not intentionally lying to your daughter; rather, his own hurt or angry feelings cause him to somehow distort reality. Your daughter could also have misunderstood what he meant. Speak to her father and ask if she understood correctly and then explain the reality gently and kindly to her – together if possible. 


If you can’t get a clear answer from him, ask your daughter if she believes that her daddy is right when he says that you do not want her living with you. If she says yes, what would make her think this? Perhaps you lost patience with her and she thinks this proves her daddy right. Remind her that you and she have both lost patience with each other many, many times.  Does she want to live with her dad because you lost your patience? This will help her understand that losing patience does not mean people do not want to live together.  


This matter of fact approach of trying to winnow out her mixed up ideas does not devalue her dad but helps her feel less confused when you help her get things clear in her own mind. Then, if her father tells her something that is different from what she already knows, she can determine whether his statement is truthful for herself.

Tip for Babies  

I WANT to Listen to My Heart - But What is it Saying?

Dr. Bill Sears, well known author and pediatrician says, " A baby's cry is a baby's language.  It is designed for the survival of the baby and the development of the mother.  Advising a mother to let her baby cry goes against both common sense and what we know of maternal biology.  When a baby cries, most mothers respond with an overwhelming physiological urge to pick up and comfort her baby.  Studies have even shown that the mother's blood flow to her breasts increases in response to her baby's cries.  These biological responses occur for a reason.  Listen to them.  It's easy for someone else to advise a mother to let her baby cry, because that person is not biologically wired to the baby.  I advise a mother never to go against what her biology tells her; otherwise the result will be insensitivity and a developing distance between mother and baby."*

There is even more to consider.  Sylvia Brody PhD. D, an advisor to Barbara Burrows Parenting reminds us that biological urges are not always easy to recognize.  One mother, for example, felt strongly that her six-month-old baby was "manipulating" her - was it a biological urge that made her feel that she should NOT respond to her crying baby - or was it her anger?

And lastly, can a mother "instinctively" wish to hold her baby "too" much?  Can a mother's pride in her new baby be so strong that it interferes with her being able to recognize the baby's needs?  Is it “biological” when she chooses to awaken her sleeping baby to show him off to visitors?  Is it biological if she may wish to hold her baby who has no particular need to be held at the moment, to avoid dealing with an obnoxiously behaving older child?

It's always a wise decision to listen to what your instincts tell you. But if you start to question yourself, this could be an important clue.  Although a difficult task, looking again at what you are doing can sometimes give one more insight that can allow things to go more smoothly between mothers and infants.  Finding the baby’s needs and balancing them with the mother’s is like a highly skilled dance.  It feels to good when we get the steps right!

"25 Things Every New Mother Should Know" by William Sears M.D. and Martha Sears RN

Tip for Tots

I Said No But I Mean Yes
Greg was 18 months old when he started saying "no" about everything.  As he ran to get the ice cream he was offered he said "no" before taking it, and as he ran to get his shoes on so he could go to the park, he said no again.

Why does Greg say "no" even before going to get the things he wants?  Is he just being ornery or defiant?  Greg is being neither.  He is in the stage of development where he is starting to separate from his very close attachment with his mother.  Until now, his thinking abilities have not been clearly enough developed that he was able to differentiate his own ideas very well.  His mother helped him express his ideas.  As he pointed and said "Ahhh" his mother would understand.  "You'd like a cookie, would you?" she would say as she handed him an arrowroot.  Now, with his new words, he is trying to express his ideas himself, and feels good when he can try to express his own ideas, without his mother's help.

Dr. T. Barry Brazelton explains that "the initial 'no' is no more that a fragile barrier behind which a child this age can hide.  If he is taken too literally, he will be surprised and disappointed.  Rather than indicating that a decision has been made, it is a marker for the beginning of decision making." *

Understanding this point may help parents cope better with the ambivalent demands of their toddlers.  They are not able to "make up their minds".  They are not trying to make life difficult for parents.  They are in a most fragile and difficult stage of their own development, where they are trying to have their own thoughts and to communicate to others what they are.  Patiently helping the toddler when he says "me do" and "no" supports the child as he tiny bit, by tiny bit, develops his own sense of self - the feeling that he really is "somebody".

* "Toddlers and Parents" by Dr. T. Barry Brazelton,    

Tip for Kids

Whistle for Help 

by Gann Roberts

Many children have fears which are very real to them but make no sense to parents.  All the reassuring and explaining to Leah that no burglars could possibly get into her bedroom--"see the locks on the doors, see how high up your bedroom window is"--could not calm her obvious distress.  After we have reviewed some obvious contributors to children's fears--  watching overwhelming TV or movies, overhearing adult conversations about problems of crime in the neighborhood, hearing scary stories from babysitters--and found that they are not causing this fearfulness, what can parents do? 
The most important thing for us to remember is that her distress is very real.  We may never know why she has this irrational fear and getting to the bottom of it is not the point.  Telling her to be brave, dismissing the fear, or discounting it as foolish only makes it worse, leaving her feeling more helpless and overwhelmed.

What is most helpful to a child at a time like this is calm, patient parents who listen to her and acknowledge the fear, then reassure her that they are here to help her deal with it.  Leah's mother finally hit upon a plan to let Leah know that she had heard her and wanted to help: she gave her a whistle to keep by her bed.  Whenever Leah felt fearful, she could blow it to call her parents and know that she was not alone and helpless with her scary thoughts.  Not surprisingly, she actually used the whistle only a few times once her fear was acknowledged.  Just knowing of her parents' understanding and support allowed her to calm down and feel safe. 

Books Helping Children

RED is Anger

By Marcella F. Anderson

Marcella Fisher Anderson is a graduate of Smith College and a biblio-therapist. She has helped establishing many libraries in numerous pediatric hospitals and has guided the development of others through her book Hospitalized Children and Books.  She is currently the Children’s Librarian in Pediatrics, MetroHealth Medical Centre, Cleveland, OH. Her most recent book Reflections from a Mud Puddle provides the subject matter for this column, which will offer parents book titles that can help their children with specific difficulties or challenges that they face in life. Marcella is a wife, mother and grandmother.

We are not born with self-control over our anger. It is a learned skill that starts developing in childhood. To support the child who in learning self-control, try reading aloud some picture books that portray characters who are coping with anger in harmless ways.

One such book is MEAN SOUP (Everitt) Horace had a bad day as school. When he returned home, he felt mean and angry – so mean that he stepped on a flower. His perceptive mother and he decided to make “mean soup”.  They screamed into the hot water. Horace hit the pan with a wooden spoon. Eventually, they both smiled and “stood together, stirring away a bad day.”

Another recommended book is WHEN SOPHIE GETS ANGRY – REALLY, REALLY ANGRY (Bang) Sophie roars and then “she runs and runs and runs until she can’t run anymore. Then for a little while, she cries. She climbs a tree. ”The wide world comforts her.” Feeling better, she climbs down and walks home. “And Sophie isn’t angry anymore.”

In my book REFLECTIONS FROM A MUDPUDDLE (Anderson) there is a poem titled, “Angry” by Marci Ridlon. The poet describes a child who retreats behind her porch steps when she is angry and ends with:


“After I’ve been there a while

and find that I can almost smile,


I brush me off and count to ten


And try to start the day again.”

Children find that a change in their own angry behaviour leads to a positive change in the behaviour of others. SWEET STRAWBERRIES (Naylor) is a new, brightly illustrated picture book written about a husband and wife who go to market to sell their fish. The husband’s quick-to-anger disposition alienates the people they meet and hurts the one he loves best – his wife. On the way home, she remains saddened and unsmiling despite his efforts to cheer her. During the next market day, he adopts a new attitude. He finds that his friendliness is returned and that his good-natured patience makes his wife happy again.

The uncontrolled anger of adults can be particularly frightening to children. Eve Bunting’s book SMOKY NIGHT begins: “Momma and I stand well back from our window, looking down…. We don’t have our lights on though it’s almost dark. People are rioting in the street below.”

Bunting narrows the larger landscape of violence, theft, and fire down to a child-manageable scene involving two cats – former enemies. Thrust together into a terrifying situation, the cats become friends, sending a positive message to the people gathered around them – neighbours who were once wary strangers.

Finally, when out-of-control anger is experienced by any child, a book can be a source of reassurance and healing. The following anecdote is found in REFLECTIONS…

“Armed intruders entered an elementary school near Chicago. Their gun shots wounded two students and a teacher, ending the sense of security and peaceful learning that the school had offered to its students and staff.

In the ensuing days, an English teacher looked in the school library for a book that she could read to her classes – a book that would offer calmness and reassurance. SARAH, PLAIN AND TALL (MacLachlan) was her excellent choice. Learning to love again, completing a broken family circle, and cherishing song in the setting of the quiet, flowering prairie offered a sense of tranquillity to the children in her classes.”

Through books, children can learn how to act out anger in harmless ways and to experience rewards of patience and kindness. They can also learn that small gains in positive behaviour can emerge out of violence of terror. Lastly, they may recognize that reading about love and tranquillity in a well-written story can make a book a good friend forever.

Feature -- Gifts for Passing?

By Barbara Burrows

It is final report card time.  Often parents reward children for "good" report cards with gifts or money.  In high school, students have even been offered cars for achieving a particular academic standard.  Surprisingly, there can be pitfalls for offering rewards for school work well done.  Striving to get good marks for promise of a reward takes the focus off learning and puts it onto achieving a particular mark.  The studying is done, not because the student finds pleasure in learning and wishes to learn more, but to achieve a high mark to get the gift.  Our children gain so much more if they develop an inner desire to learn.

Simply getting good marks does not mean one enjoys learning.  Some good students never read another book after graduation.  A desire to learn makes people inquisitive, always trying to understand more. It leads to a passionate interest in the world, curiosity about how things work, desire to work well -- all enormously important in the adult job market.  A desire to learn does not disappear when school ends.  Learning continues throughout life, either formally or informally.  

It is difficult to measure and report on a child's inner motivation to learn. Focusing too much on the measurable aspects of the report can discourage a child's curiosity.  If a child feels they have not "done very well" they may lose some of their innate desire to learn. 

There is a widely held belief that the child who achieves during the year tried hard and the child who failed to achieve did not try.  This simply is not true.  Children do well or have trouble for a very wide variety of reasons -- largely related to how secure, safe and settled they feel in everyday life or with their particular teacher.

It is also important to recognize that report cards, particularly in early grades are very subjective.  What one teacher experiences as creative zeal, another defines as poor impulse control.  Certain children get along well with certain teachers; other teachers and children do not connect easily.  When a teacher and child have not connected well, a child is not likely to get as glowing report card as the child who has blossomed with a particular teacher.

  
Placing little emphasis on the report card is one thing parents can do to help their children develop a desire to learn.  Think of the report card as a communication tool, a way for the school to communicate with the parent about the child's progress and difficulties.  Unless the child wants to, especially with young children, it is not even necessary to discuss the report card with the child.

Research has proven that when parents are interested in what children are learning, and particularly when parents can recognize when effort is required to learn, children do better. 

Keeping an open discussion going with children throughout the school year can help parents be aware of what is hard for their children.  Try and find out how each day goes, what the child finds easy, what is difficult, what is interesting and what is boring.  Ask especially if any work or anything that happened on the playground was too hard or frustrating.

At the end of the school year, rather than discussing what is good or bad on final reports encourage children to think back over this school year.  Help them recognize their gains, not by reading what their teacher says, but by reviewing their progress in their own minds.  Remind them of their academic level last September as compared to now.  Perhaps during the year they learned to read, memorize some times tables, learn French, print, or write stories.  Discuss which of these new skills were easy and which they had to work hard to accomplish.  

Maybe they didn't make much progress academically.  Maybe they made important social gains.  Perhaps last September it was hard for them to leave home, but now they feel so secure about going to school they are begging to ride their bikes.  Maybe they got into squabbles with other children early in the year, but now can get along without fighting.   

This discussion encourages children to think about their real accomplishments.  When they review, and realize what they have gained over time, they can get a realistic view of what they have gained over the year. This reflective process helps children develop a true pride in their work, and pride is what motivates them to want to learn more. 

Rather than focusing what was "good" or "bad", why not celebrate all that has been accomplished at the end of this school year? Gifts can be part of this celebration if you wish or do not need to be. With this approach, you encourage your children's desire to learn, which in the long run, is much more important than good marks.

Doctor Doctor

Helping Your Child Manage a Check-up with the Doctor 

Part 2 – Prepare Ahead

Often it is difficult to get an appointment that fits your schedule, and you end up with a time that is right before nap, or during nap, or at a mealtime.  Try to schedule around your child’s nap and mealtimes.  Toddlers especially do much better if routine is preserved.  The “napless wonder” that screams through his 1:30 appointment is hard on everyone, especially himself.  Unfortunately there is usually too much waiting before a doctor’s visit, so bring snacks, books, and small toys and extra diapers if needed.  Try to get older children appointments that don’t interfere with school, because there is always something crucial happening that day that you didn’t and couldn’t know about ahead of time.  If there is always an excessive wait in the office you go to, consider changing doctors or clinics, because you and your child deserve to have your time and needs respected too.  Likewise, if you don’t feel your doctor listens to you, or examines and talks with your child in a consistently respectful way, change doctors, because honestly speaking very few adults can have insight into or change these intangible characteristics in themselves.  

Letting a toddler know about a planned doctor’s visit the day before, a school age child a week ahead, and talking with an under one year old the day of the visit are all good ideas.  Some parents say they don’t tell their child about a doctor’s visit ahead of time, because the child will cry or get upset.  The crying and upset are not all bad, even if unpleasant at the time.  The more feeling and thinking that is done ahead of time, the less acting up in the office, and the less acting out after the visit, in general.  Preparation helps children (and grownups) cope with difficult experiences.  That does not mean preparation is magic, or that the child will not react.   It is also not always possible to foresee all that will occur in the visit.  But every little bit helps, and by talking with the child, the parent usually prepares themselves too.  Preparation stops being helpful when bad or difficult aspects are overemphasized or dwelt on excessively.  This usually happens when the parent is scared themselves, so if you find yourself in this situation, you can be honest with yourself (I hope) and apologize to your child, and let them know you will help them do a good job at the visit.   

Coming next issue – Part 3 – The Examination

Feature - More on Scattered Minds 

By Dr. Gabor Mate

Gabor Maté’s book, Scattered Minds: A New Look At The Origin And Healing of Attention Deficit Disorder, (Knopf, 1999),  propounding a completely fresh view of  ADD taking into account the findings of developmental psychology and brain research , has been a great success in Canada, appearing for 17 weeks on the national non-fiction best seller lists.  Dr. Mate answers a question from a reader of his book.

Q: Why Are You Against "Time Outs?"

In many books about ADD they advise that when your child misbehaves, you provide some consequence, including "time outs." In Scattered you say that you feel this is damaging. Our psychiatrist has also advised us to use "time outs." Can you explain why you are so against that technique?


A: ADD children are all, without exception, highly sensitive by temperament. They are particularly sensitized to the feeling of rejection. What they need in order to heal is the feeling that they are absolutely loved and accepted, without any conditions whatsoever. And unconditional acceptance means that how a child behaves must not be allowed to threaten our love for them, that nothing must undermine the child's feeling that they are fully loved, that their relationship with us is solid no matter what they do. 

What the "time out" technique does is to use the parent's relationship with the child against the child. It's not what the parent intends, but the message delivered is that "if you displease me, I am going to cut off the relationship with you. I don't want you around unless you behave in ways that I expect from you. If you don't meet my expectations, you are gone." Now, this will work with children young enough to be scared by the message. It will get compliance from them, but at the price of undermining their sense of security and therefore completely interfering with their emotional development. 

Again, the real question is not how do we control this or that behaviour, but how do we promote long-term development. The basis of emotional/psychological development is absolute security. So achieving behaviour control by such means (even if it works in the short term) will only sabotage the child's emotional growth, and make him/her more anxious, distracted, and hyper in the long term. Furthermore, any benefit is short lived. Eventually the child will emotionally detach from the parent, adopt an "I don't care" attitude-and even the temporary "value" of the time out technique is at an end. In the meanwhile, the child will have built up a lot of unconscious rage at what he/she senses is abandonment by the parent.

In summary, it's not the parent's intention that is wrong here. But we have to understand that what parents intend and what the child experiences are two different things. It's the child's experience of a given technique, not our own intentions that we have to consider. And the child's experience of "time out"-even if there is temporary improvement in behaviour-is entirely negative. Compliance does not necessarily mean that we have really taught the child what we wanted: it may mean only that we have managed to intimidate him. As I try to show in many chapters of Scattered, there are much more loving and humane and much more effective ways of helping our children

Feature -- The Importance of Fathers

By Barbara Burrows (with excerpt from Erna Furman)


Recently I met with a 30-year-old man – father of 8-month-old twins, whom he had never seen. He and I talked of the needs of his young sons, who did not know him at all, and whom this father badly wanted to meet and get to know.  His story was a sad (and expensive) one as he moved through the legal system to finally get the right to see (and exercise his wish to financially support) his children.

Raising children on their own is not easy – and the mother of these twins is single, which means she has double duty. It is often difficult for single mothers to appreciate that their children wish (or will wish) very deeply to have a relationship with their fathers, even if the father is never mentioned by the child.  Although the twins were too young to understand the concept of “father”, knowing and having a relationship with their father will be an important aspect of their lives eventually.

This father had the maturity to recognize his estranged partner was not necessarily “withholding” the children, but instead worried and anxious, as are all mothers with babies. He approached her slowly and cautiously, agreeing to frequent, short visits at the mother’s convenience and with the mother present. This was for the sake of the children, who didn’t know him at all, and needed short, frequent contact to become familiar, in the presence of their mother so they would not be afraid. It was also for the mother, who could not easily leave her babies with a man with whom her own relationship had broken down. This respectful approach eased her worries and she supported the father’s frequent visits with his boys. She even did what she could to help the babies feel more comfortable with their dad.

This father wanted very much to be part of his children’s lives. Knowing their fathers – even fathers who are not very much a part of their lives - is helpful to children. The following excerpt from Erna Furman’s paper “Thinking About Fathers” published in “Preschoolers: Questions and Answers” (International Universities Press P 79-81) gives an example of how helpful it was to a little girl to come to know more about her own father …. and how her constant whining, thumb-sucking demands of her mother were linked (unconsciously) with her longing to know more about a man she had never once asked her mother about.

Felicity was three and a half years old when her mother applied to the Hanna Perkins School, in part to provide a good educational experience for her daughter, and in part for some help with some annoying habits, namely, Felicity’s persistent thumb-sucking and her extreme demandingness. Since the mother had repeatedly expressed her disapproval of Felicity’s thumb-sucking, especially in public, she experienced the child’s persisting with it as highly provocative. Mother had even tried to bribe Felicity, promising special gifts for giving it up, but even this had proved unhelpful as it further exacerbated the little girl’s constant demands. Despite her minimal means, the mother had always cared for and about Felicity devotedly and had made a special point of providing nice clothes, toys and treats of her. However much these seemed to delight the child at first, they invariably proved unsatisfying after a while, and new demands ensued. Their arguments and hurt feelings over these issues had become so intense and continuous that they left no room for mutual good times.


Felicity was a very pretty, competent, healthy girl, but she lacked self-confidence and was rarely pleased with herself and her good achievements. She lived with her mother but was also close with the nearby grandparents and wider family. The father was not in the picture. The child was conceived during a brief love affair which both parents viewed as temporary because the father was married, had several children, and did not intend to leave his family. The mother looked forward to raising her baby on her own. After an initial small support payment, the father moved to another state. The mother learned of his whereabouts indirectly but did not maintain contact. She never spoke to Felicity about the father, nor did Felicity ask. In fact, mother was sure Felicity had never even thought about a father. Through her work with the therapist, and with the help of the teacher’s detailed observations, the mother gradually became aware that Felicity’s unceasing demands were in fact disguised demands for her father, and the girl’s dissatisfaction with herself and with all the things mother provided represented her disappointment at never getting the wished-for father, and that the thumb-sucking, too, indirectly conveyed the message, “Since you never give me the right thing, I’ll give myself what I like and that’ll show you up!” Mother even came to realize that, in her constant giving of things and great upset at being unable to satisfy her daughter, she was unknowingly responding the child’s unspoken ideas, had felt bad for not providing her with a father, and had acted as though lots of things could make up for this void.

Soon the mother decided to address Felicity’s questions and feelings in words and to clarify sympathetically what she could and could not provide. Felicity responded with direct questions about her father, and mother told the truth. They hugged each other and felt a new closeness in mutual understanding. Felicity thumbsucking and indiscriminate demandingness subsided, but she now wanted to get in touch with her father, painting pictures for him. Although the mother prepared Felicity for a likely disappointment, she did arrange to send the pictures to the father with a note to tell him of the child’s wish to meet him. Much to their surprise, he responded and in time a meeting was arranged. As fathers often do, he succumbed to his little daughter’s loving charm and, with the mother present, they spent a good afternoon together. Felicity returned to school glowing with happiness and proudly showed the acorns and pinecones she had collected with “my real daddy”.  Although contact with the father remained sporadic and sometimes disappointing, the mere having and knowing her father proved a great boost to Felicity’s self-esteem. Above all, the newly gained frank understanding between mother and child greatly improved their relationship, allowing them to share good times as well as to feel with each other during the disappointing times. Just as Felicity increasingly came to like herself as she was, so the mother, too, no longer felt vaguely guilty or defensive and could be more realistic in limiting her purchases of clothes and gifts to fit her means.

Notice that Felicity never mentioned her father until her mother came to understand his importance to her.  Once her mother was able to understand and talk to Felicity about him, this allowed the little girl’s questions to come freely to her mind and she began talking a great deal about her father.

Likely Felicity repressed her curiosity, as she perceived that this was a topic her mother was more comfortable ignoring.  Her mother had no idea that she was inhibiting her daughter’s curiosity, by leaving this topic alone. She assumed it was of no importance to her daughter.

This vignette outlines clearly that not only can unspoken issues matter tremendously to a child, but also difficult behaviours can arise when important issues go unaddressed. It is in the best interest of mothers, fathers and children that children have truthful information about their fathers and have the opportunity to know them whenever possible.

Thanks to International Universities Press for permission to reprint this excerpt from “Preschoolers: Quesitons and Answers.  For more information, see www.iup.com. and search author “furman”.

Feature -- Feeling Makes it Real 

by Lyn Kirst, “The Grandmothers” 

"The Grandmothers" are Early Childhood Consultants, and an energetic, experienced group of professionals linked with The Hanna Perkins Center in Cleveland, Ohio.  Collectively, they have decades of experience and have helped several thousand children lead happier lives.  "The Grandmothers" are Maria Kaiser M. Ed.; Lyn Kirst B.S.; Georgianna Roberts M. Ed.; Nancy Sabath, M. Ed., Kathleen Smith, M.Ed., Virginia Steininger M. Ed.   "The Grandmothers" are co-ordinated by Barbara Streeter M.S. (Bank Street) L.P.C.C. Child Psychoanalyst, Associate Director, Hanna Perkins Center, Extension Division
Parents justifiably view with pride every step of progress their child makes as he is growing up: the first time he takes a few steps by himself, the first endeavours at feeding himself, the first words spoken, the first day of school.  The parents help the young child to perceive the world around him as he uses his eyes, ears, nose, skin, and mouth and helps the child to label what he is doing.  With much encouragement, the child learns to verbalize what he sees and wants. 

However, the child in many cases is not helped to verbalize or label his feelings in his early years because he can express them without words ‑ by crying, laughing, facial expressions, etc.  Usually the feeling of pain or hurt are the first to be expressed verbally, then the feelings of fear or being scared.  But the feelings of sadness, excitement, happiness and anger are often not labelled for the child and consequently may be more difficult for the child to learn to verbalize. 

Labelling is important.  If a child can say what he is feeling it acts as a "delaying action" to a kind of behaviour that may not be appropriate or acceptable.  For example: Tommy's little brother breaks his favourite toy.  The first impulse is to physically strike out and hurt the brother.  But if Tommy can label his feelings of anger he can yell at his brother, "You broke my toy...that makes me so mad...I'm so mad I could hit you a good one..." He may not have to express his anger by physical abuse then, because he has expressed it verbally. 

Dr. Anny Katan, a respected early childhood educator, states, "Verbalization of feeling leads to an increase of mastery by the ego.  The young ego shows its strength by not acting upon its feelings immediately, but by delaying such action and expressing its feeling in words instead." 

Labelling is also helpful as the child grows up.  How often have you heard parents or teachers say, "if I only knew what was bothering the child I could try to help him..."  When a child can verbalize what he is feeling (I feel sad...scared...angry...worried), adults can then dig a little deeper, offer suggestions or reasons why the child may be feeling the way he does, and thus help the child to deal with the problem when it is finally recognized. 

Helping the child to label his feelings can start as early as the high chair or the playpen.  "You can't reach that, can you?  You're crying because you're angry."  "When I hug you it means I love you and that makes us feel happy inside."  "You're feeling mad because I'm making you do something you don't want to do."  "You're feeling sad and left‑out because Joey is going with his daddy now and you are not." 

As adults identify for the child what he is feeling, the child is learning that there are words to express his feelings so that when he does have the ability to verbalize, he can say them himself.  Parents teach the child that a shoe is shoe, meat is meat, and so on; it is as much of a learning experience and just as important to label a child's feelings also. 

Another way in which a child learns to label his feelings is by having adults label theirs.  He learns that others around him have feelings and that it is acceptable to have these emotions.  If a child sees mother crying his whole little world does not have to fall apart since mother can tell him she is crying because she is sad...lonely...frustrated ‑ or whatever may be bothering her at the moment.  The child can learn that his mother is not crying because she is upset with him or doesn't love him any more, but because she is upset about something that has happened.  When adults say they are angry (frustrated, upset...) they are identifying their own emotion and thus modelling for the child to do the same in the future. 

At times most families have problems or concerns relating to a job, finances, personal relationships, illness, etc. parents should have no hesitation about labelling the accompanying feelings with children.  Specifics do not need to be shared with the child, but by labelling the worries for what they are, adults are setting an example for the child and can assure him that the parents' concerns have nothing to do with him or his behaviour.  It does not weaken the adult image in the eyes of a child when feelings or worry are shared; rather it can be a relief to know specifically what is bothering the adult, or, understand the reasons whey the adult might be more angry, upset, or impatient with him than usual. 

Verbalizing his own feelings thus becomes a tool for emotional growth for the child.  An emotionally secure child can feel good about himself, can be more aware of others around him, can help him to understand his own world better, and learn to cope with his own feelings more appropriately. 

Feature -- Bodily Exploration and Sexuality

By Otto Weininger

Dr. Otto Weininger is a professor at O.I.S.E., University of Toronto and psychologist in private practice. He is author of 12 books. Dr. Weininger is a father and grandfather. He has had years of experience with children at the pre-school and school age level. He can be reached at (416) 929-2348.

When our babies are born and we realize that “we have a baby girl or a baby boy” – I think a whole train of thought is set off in our minds. Baby boys, we are told, need to be wrapped in blue blankets and baby girls in pink blankets. With this the rest of the train just usually rumbles on! Toys, clothes colours, dolls or cars, hockey equipment or ballet slippers – to bedroom colours and furniture styles – we even consider such events as careers, education, travelling needs and since I’ve been listening to “new parents”, one of the train cars is even marriage!


It’s a long way down the line to be thinking of a career, let alone marriage – but we seem to categorize children immediately and often give them little opportunity to explore the entire worlds of work, colour, play and education. We need to help them strengthen their own sense of who they are – a developing girl or boy.

Boy toys and girl toys actually make no sense. The games boys and girls play are quite often made up by the children and played by both sexes. I have seen boys play with “Barbie” dolls and girls play with trucks. The toy and how it is played with should be under the direction and planning of the individual child – providing there is no danger to the child.

Sexually identity won’t be altered simply by allowing a boy or a girl to play with toys designed for one sex or the other. Sexual identity seems to have more to do with inherent patterns, combined with family experiences and interactions with mothers and fathers.

Children try to find out about their own sex by looking at themselves and other children. They often see their parents naked and recognize the differences between themselves and their parents. Children – when they are old enough to notice - will ask questions like, “What’s that?” pointing to mommy’s breasts or genital area, or daddy’s penis. All that we, as parents, need to say is the name of the body part they are asking about. It is important to be as matter of fact as possible with these conversations, responding in the same manner that you would if the child had pointed to your head and asked “What’s’ that?” In this way, we are able to lessen the mystery and hopefully avoid a situation where our children may pick up our uneasiness and tension about these body parts and sexuality. It is not helpful to respond with “we don’t ask those kinds of questions” or “that’s naughty” or “you shouldn’t even think about that” – as if we really know what they are thinking! The children are only asking a question, answer it simply and without embarrassment. Be accurate, but don’t elaborate the answer. If more information is needed children will feel comfortable to ask for it if they want it. If we are comfortable with their curiosity, then out children will respond in a like manner.

Three and four year old children will ask sexually related questions, but I think that younger children are aware of the sexual differences between themselves and their parents – even though they may not be verbally expressing these thoughts. As they mature, they will ask questions about “missing bits” of information. How do babies get made? Who makes the baby? What are the seed and the egg? How does the seed get to the egg? – and many other questions which I feel need to be answered simply and without elaboration. For example, if the child asks, “Where is the egg?” a parent could simply answer, “It’s in mommy’s uterus” and if the child asks, “How does daddy’s seed get to the egg?” you could respond with “Daddy’s penis puts it there.” There is a lot more information that can be given, but often this is enough to satisfy the young child’s curiosity.

Children are also interested in other children and will watch while another child urinates or defecates. They will watch other children getting undressed for bedtime, baths or swimming – and when they have the opportunity will look at both boys and girls. ‘Sometimes during these situations they will ask questions, at other times they will hold onto the questions, possibly blurting them out later. As children get older, they expect privacy, particularly at home and at school. They want to dress in private, close the bathroom door and usually expect their parents to be modest.

Children will at times explore the body of another child, boy or girl – to see how they are the same or different. Boys worry that girls are not “made” the same as they are – and girls worry that they will “have to grow that thing” as one four-year-old girl asked me – or “did I have one of those and did it fall off?”

Part of this exploration is to try to understand their own bodies, but it also has to do with collecting the information towards understanding how babies are made. We need to make sure that our children are always safe in this difficult sexual arena, and that means that children exploring each others bodies is not a safe activity for them to be involved in – an adult must intervene. Not just for the child being explored, but for the child doing the exploring, as well. It is frightening to both children and the adult must remember that a reaction of anger or punishment won’t help. Young children are not able to cope with the sexual excitement that is aroused in such situations and this may lead to aggressive behaviours. There must be understanding along with explanation as to why we don’t do that kind of exploring. This is not a time for embarrassment of guilt – but rather protection and information.

It is also extremely important that we do not allow other people to be inappropriately close physically with our children (too many kisses or hugs, a seductive feeling to the contact etc.) – we must protect them. If the child seems suggestive, we don’t blame the child – we help the child remain safe while we try to understand why the child is doing what he or she is doing. It is also a warning sign if an adult encourages a sexually suggestive child. A gentle, kind non-acceptance of this type of behaviour is required by the adult, leading the child into more appropriate interaction. 

Parents need to know that it is important for them to tell their children that they are growing right and that their body and all parts of their body will grow – boys will be like their daddies and girls like their mommies, Children need to know that they are just right for them and as they grow up they will be just right for their age.

Boys worry about their penis, girls about their breasts, and these worries come early. Age 6, 7 and 8 is not an unusual time for children to begin worrying about their size and shape. Parents need to reassure their children that they are growing just fine and they are the right size for themselves, not anyone else.


And then there is the question of touching oneself – masturbating and sexual play. Children do masturbate – often at very young ages. It may happen when situations and events cause the child to become upset or disturbed. It is as if masturbation is one way to lose their fright and worries – the physical sensations dull their stress and discomfort. Usually children want to stop masturbating because for most children this act, while providing some relief also brings with it a lot of tension. The may have been told that this is a “bad” thing to do. If the child has been able to talk with parents when upset, then masturbation is not a problem. Parents shouldn’t punish the child for this act, rather they need to recognize it is a natural bodily phenomena, and one which increases if the child is tense. The child needs our help not our scolding. Essentially we must recognize that children are very interested in sex – ours and theirs, and they become muddled and excited by sexually provoking situations such as pictures or deeds. Children need our protection in the area, but not made to feel bad, guilty, awful embarrassed, inadequate or to be teased about anything sexual. 

Good Books – More Than A Review

Both of the books reviewed here are published by:

Boyds Mills Press www.boydsmillspress.com
Dear Mother, Dear Daughter

Jane Yolen and Heidi E.Y. Stemple

(2001

As she matures, a young girl faces issues and events that are confusing, worrisome and challenging.  Who better than her mother to offer advice and comfort?  In seventeen pairs of sensitive verse, poets Jane Yolen and Heidi E. Y. Stemple – real-life mother and daughter – exchange their thoughts on a variety of pre-teen issues great and small, such as homework, messy bedrooms, lengthy phone calls, the death of a grandparent, and school girl crushes.  In these compelling poems created as notes to each other, mother and daughter communicate their feelings about issues every family faces, bringing generations together in mutual respect.

This book would make a lovely gift for a 10 or 11 year old girl who is “on the brink” on adolescence and who may find her conflicts with her mother increasing as her own “teenage” behaviours increase.

The introduction of this book suggests that writing one’s thoughts down in the form of a poem can be more helpful sometimes than talking. Next time you and your 11 going-on-23 year old daughter are at odds, why not try putting your feelings into rhyme and asking her to do the same.  Join Heidi and Jane in this mother-daughter exchanges on these universal subjects. 

Am I Naturally This Crazy

Poems by Sara Holbrook

( 1996

“Do you think

I’ll be tall or short or thin

Or bursting at the seams?

Am I naturally this crazy?

Is it something in my genes?

Sarah Holbrook began writing poems for her daughters to help them with the trials and tribulations of growing up.  Every parent knows the doubts their children feel about themselves, their bodies, whether they are liked or not, smart or stupid.  They likely also know that children are universally embarrassed by things their mothers do. Sarah expresses this very well in “Never Trust a Mother” who “never waits til you’re alone to slap a hug and a kiss on you.”

These poems are easy to read for a child of 9, 10, 11 or 12 would appeal to both boys and girls. The messages are simple – yet profound – for example the poem “Sorry”.

“Sorry

follows like a shadow,

fastened at the heels.

It trails me to my room

And sits with me at meals.

It nags me in my dreams

When I have gone to bed.

That sorry pest hangs on

until it is finally said.” 

“Am I Naturally This Crazy” is a book of poetry that speaks empathetically about issues of self-esteem, personal appearance, rejection, divorce and embarrassing moments.  This appealing book, with short, easy to read poems is packed with common everyday insight around problems and issues youngsters face.  I believe any youngster in this age would find an unexpected comfort in this book – the kind of feeling that comes when something feels “right”.

Our Readers Share

Hi Barbara

I read your column April 16/01 about the child angry with his caregiver who “said he would stab her in the back with a knife” after she said she would “stick him to the ceiling” and would like to comment.  

(Synopsis of Barbara’s answer..) Get as much information as you can about what made him so enraged about an apparently benign comment from the caregiver. Once you figure out what made him want to hurt her, you can then help him with the reality that he must have distorted.  When people (and children) are upset, they don’t think as clearly.  It is possible that he took what he heard literally, and somehow thought that he was going to be put on the ceiling.  This concept could be frightening to him.  It is difficult to imagine that a child could distort reality to this degree, until we realize every adult has listened to a floor creak in a dark house and imagined burglars creeping around.  Strange things occur in the imagination.

I do like the way you suggested that the family try to get to the bottom of the child's anger.  We sometimes brush over the feelings of young children as if they don't matter.  In fact adults have total control and power over small children and sometimes do things that terrify them. This might be the opening for a child to talk about why they are so angry with this particular person.  As adults we need to be very careful about the way we speak to children.  In a moment of good humour we might make a joke while in another instant we may in fact do or say something that terrifies a child.  It can be very difficult for them to know the difference.  My 9-year-old was greatly disturbed the other day by a teacher who was yelling at the class and asked the rhetorical question "do you think I'm stupid?"  My daughter very badly wanted to answer at this moment, “yes, I do!” however she knew there would be consequences.  Why do we get to demand understanding and respect from children when we often forget to offer it?

Janet Gasparini

Sudbury, ON
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