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What’s Up

Making the Grade (and a little cash too!)

As I write this, I am waiting for the 1st report card of this term to come home. With all of the talk recently from our current government on school reform, academic achievement and teacher evaluation it is easy to look at report card day as merely a status update on your child’s performance. Somehow or other we are also expected to accept that our boys, bright as they may be, are lagging behind girls when it comes to academic excellence. Your son is not bringing home good marks? Your teen is more interested in his sports and social life than studying? It seems to be the norm. What to do? There are many experts who share their recommendations for “turning our boys onto school”. I have another one to add to their list. How about bribing them? 

Normally we associate bribery with getting someone else to do what we want, in exchange for a gift or reward. It also implies that the reverse is true – if they don’t do what we want, we should take something away or punish them. In the case of bribery, the concern is that whatever we dangle, it needs to get bigger each time if it’s going to have any effect. What starts out as a candy bar for a 3 year old can become a car by the time they are 16. But does it work? Sure. Is there a price to pay? Absolutely. Does it mean we will forever be locked into an increasing scale of self-indulgence? Not necessarily.

Before he started Grade 11, I would have sworn our 16-year-old son was borderline illiterate. According to my friends, their sons also appeared to be below average in language arts. This would certainly support the notion that boys tend to be underperformers, not measuring up to the girls.

Last year my husband offered to pay for half of an indoor golf membership to our son if he achieved a minimum 80% average in the core 6 subjects by the first report card. Not a big supporter of bribery (why should we pay for something they should be doing anyway!?),  I just laughed. After all, how can we expect him to stay focused and excited about a prize that would come months from now? I was convinced he would loose interest. I was so sure it would never work. I went along just to prove my point. And then he brought home an 85% average.

We celebrated his success. Then, much to my dismay, hubby offered to pay the remainder if our son finished the year with at least an 85% average. He got 90%.

What happened to our normally non-motivated son, who (while he always managed to pass) preferred hockey, golf and computers to English, French and language arts?  He found out he could do it if he wanted to. 

Now he (and we) are full of confidence. He's well along in Grade 12 with a goal of finishing high school as an honours student and really wants to be admitted into a good University (with a scholarship of course). He’s also very proud to be known as one of the 'smart' kids within his peer group. So far this year, he has not mentioned one word about what's in it for him if he does well over the next two years.

Of course, it is hard to tell where motivation comes from, but it seems that bribery in this case helped our son  work hard enough to see his own abilities. This in turn generated the good feelings that come from doing well at something. What use to be a young guy focused on an indoor golf membership has now become a goal-oriented teen with the kind of self-esteem that can only come from one's own achievement and success. Now if I could just figure out a way to get him to pick up the towels and tidy up his room.....

Dear Barbara

Dear Barbara,

For several years now our 12-year-old has been asking whether or not there really is a Santa. I always answered by saying, "Santa is a little bit like God in that you don't have to be able to see him to believe that he is real." She seemed satisfied. 

At dinner, she was talking about what she wanted Santa to bring this year. Her grandmother said, "Come now Andrea. You don't really still believe in Santa any more." Andrea's eyes filled with tears and she ran to her room. I followed, and as Andrea cried quietly in her bed, we talked about the truth ... Santa is make believe. Andrea said, "I suppose you are going to tell me there is no Easter Bunny or Tooth Fairy either." She berated herself for being so stupid to have believed. She was so upset.

Several days later, Andrea told me that what upset her the most was to find out her parents had lied to her. Is there a better way to approach this question?

Dear Parent

This is a difficult situation, and many children do feel very let-down to find parents have been deceiving them through the years – even with the best of intentions.  Apologize to Andrea for not being truthful.  If you have younger children, explain that Santa is a wonderful, pretend part of Christmas, and it is one time of the year that adults enjoy make-believe as much as children, so you hope they will always “believe” in Santa as you do. This myth is a very enjoyable part of the season, but Santa is not a real person. 

A 12-year-old knows a jolly old man couldn't really visit EVERY child in the world on Christmas Eve, squeeze down a chimney or fly reindeers through the air. So why do some children hold onto fantasies they know cannot be true? Why do they WANT to believe? For some reason Andrea is clinging onto the comfort and security of childhood as chronologically she moves closer to adulthood. Either consciously or unconsciously, Andrea may feel unsure of the adolescent world.... where one can be rejected so easily and she may long for earlier times when her childhood and make-believe fantasies offered her comfort. I would guess that she, like most adolescent girls, has very mixed feelings about her changing body. Her grandmother brought her right into the real world, refusing to pretend with Andrea, which probably wasn’t a bad thing. Even though Andrea didn’t like it, and even though it could have been done more sensitively, it did start Andrea on a new line of thinking. Her tears likely express her fears about the more grown-up world. 

You can gently talk with her now about her tears, and ask if there was anything else that upset her – other than just knowing Santa is not true. Are there other areas where she  “feels stupid”?  Perhaps there will be an opening to talk more with her about her thoughts about the challenges and frightening aspects about growing up, I suspect she needs your support in this area.

Letters

Re: Barbara Burrows' column “Stressed out teachers may be abusing children” Sept 28, 2001 (see www.barbaraburrows.com)

Dear Barbara,

I feel that your comments on most issues usually hit the mark but on this one I need to disagree. Perhaps I missed the type of  "abuse" that this parent witnessed and upon which you based your advice. There is a code of conduct concerning abuse of children for all people and it is contained in the "law of the

land."  Why would you not direct the parent to the Children's Aid or the police if anyone threatened the well being of a child. Mission statements for Boards of Education are mother/fatherhood in nature would be unnecessary to prove true abuse by an individual. There are codes of conduct for students but their also exists "codes of conduct” in one way shape or form for teachers in the Education Act as well as others that can be found in the publications section on the website of the Ontario College of Teachers at www.oct.on.ca. The Ontario College of

Teachers is a route that parents and School Boards have if the conduct of a teacher is in question.  These routes are far better than a local committee of parents and teachers, possibly driven by their own personal agenda, in developing some code of conduct that will have "no teeth" and no jurisdiction over the teachers in their schools. In fact, an individual teacher (although you may find those who will volunteer) is forbidden by the Ontario Labour Relations Act to be involved in individually negotiating of any local issues or working conditions. The Act allows for only one exclusive bargaining agent for teachers, which is a duly elected committee of members representing the specific Teacher's Federation. No one, especially other teachers, would condone the abuse of a child. But is this really a case of abuse or rather a parent that

merely disagrees with particular stricter teaching style? The Government of the day is certainly putting an emphasis on the "product" over the "process" of education as they increase the stress (as commented by the parent in the article) on teachers.  They want results and maybe some of the TLC that parents expect is getting lost in the shuffle. 

Thanks for your time and consideration,

Another Concerned Parent

Brian Heimbecker

Orangeville, Ontario

Re: Barbara Burrows' column “Grade one girl runs fingers through classmates hair” Oct 5, 2001 (see www.barbaraburrows.com)

Dear Mrs. Burrows,
 

I read with great interest a question submitted by the mother of a grade one student who kept touching other children and not knowing why she was doing this.  If I may I would like to give my opinion.  I have a 14-year-old son who was diagnosed with Tourette’s Syndrome at age 9.  This grade one child is showing behaviour that indicates she may possibly have Tourette’s.  If you know of this mother please ask her to have her daughter diagnosed.  The sooner she can look into this the sooner she can understand Tourette’s and how to deal with it.   

Thank you.
 

Sincerely,
 

Lori Seguin

North Bay
Ed. Note: For more information, see www.barbaraburrows.com under Tourette’s Syndrome

Tip for Babies

Picture with Santa

By Barbara Burrows

The first holiday season of your baby's life is certainly a special one - and parents have often been thinking of that first Christmas with the new baby, sometimes even before the birth even occurred.  Parents can have many definite ideas of how they would like to see things happen during the holiday season.  One thing that might be very important to parents is to have a picture with Santa.

Although going to see Santa usually evokes very pleasurable feelings in parents, their feelings are related memories of visiting Santa in later childhood.  Few of us can remember what is was like having to let go of our mommy or daddy's hand and move close to a total stranger when we were 1, 2 or even 3 years old, especially when the stranger looks very different from anything we have ever known.

Just stand for 10 minutes and watch children visiting with Santa to see how apprehensive and even frightened some babies and young children look. Although the Santa photo may have great meaning to parents, most parents care more that their children feel safe and want their children to know that they can trust parents to protect them from frightening situations.  

If your baby or child is frightened, respond immediately.  Rather than trying to make a frightened baby smile for the camera, find a way to get the photo that will not scare your baby.  Why not get a family photo for baby's first Christmas -- with mom and/or dad sitting with Santa, the baby happy in familiar arms.  Each time parents can protect their baby from a situation that frightens him, they are strengthening the bonds of love and trust.

It may not be quite what parents pictured in that special photo album, but in years to come, when your child asks why mommy and daddy are in his baby Santa picture, he will be very comforted to hear that mommy and daddy were in the picture because he felt safer being close to people he knew well.

Tip for Tots

Helping children Enjoy the Holiday Season 

PRIVATE 
by Georgianna Roberts

Everyone laments the accelerated pace of our lives these days. But parents and teachers of preschoolers need to be especially alert to ways we deprive children of important learning experiences by rushing them into situations and activities better left for their grade school years.

For example, simply buying and decorating a Christmas tree provides more than enough excitement, especially when added to everything else that is going on around them at this overwhelming time of the year. Parents should think back on their own Christmas memories and begin building traditions their young children can enjoy for a lifetime. Being with the whole family, doing thins together -- these are the really significant Christmas memories. 

Start by decorating cookies; creating a simple gift, like a pencil holder out of an orange juice can; or making potato print cards and Christmas tree ornaments of paper chains. Build your traditions around these kinds of activities and wait until the children are older -- at least in first grade -- to add the overwhelming commercial excitements, like going to the mall where too much is going on and adults try to accomplish too much and everyone ends up staying too long. Give yourselves and your children the gift of serenity for Christmas.

Getting to do all the fun things that you recall from your childhood (or wish you had experienced) is one of the special rewards of having children. Just remember to think of the child and watch closely for his or her reactions. Start out slowly and savour every step along the way.

Tip for Kids

Letting A Child Develop His Own Interest

by Maria Kaiser (one of "The Grandmothers")

There are many things we adults do in our spare time that give us great pleasure. These interests probably had their beginning in our preschool years at a time few of us can remember very clearly. One of us loves to sew while another finds great satisfaction in woodworking. Some of us knit, paint or play basketball while others garden, sing, dance or write. In almost every case, the activity we enjoy so much now was something we began to enjoy at an early age, inspired perhaps by parents, relatives or friends. It is something we spent a lot of time practising. Making mistakes was no doubt very much a part of this process as we struggled to improve.

I would venture a guess that WE were the ones who decided when and how we did this activity and that the atmosphere was positive. So let us remember this as we bring up our children. Let us encourage them by giving them materials and the time to work on their own. Let's allow them to make mistakes, to try again and again and to decide on their own about what to throw away and what to keep. Let's dress them so they can practice and not worry about getting dirty. Let's wholly support them but not be so noisy with repetitive compliments or criticism that we almost take the pleasure away by making it our own activity. Let's respect each child and be aware of its individual ages, interests and dispositions.

Tip for Class – 

Can a teacher be TOO Nice?


A teacher who truly enjoys children may feel the urge to "mother" children, especially children who obviously need and want a close emotional relationship with a mothering person and have a disturbed relationship with their own mother.


Surprisingly, "mothering" may not be the best way for a kind and loving teacher to help a troubled child.  No matter how warmly a teacher relates to a child, the teacher can never provide what the child wants from a mother.  The teacher leaves at the end of the day, spends week-ends away, does not cook for the child, or care for her when she is sick.  
Erna Furman, in "Helping Children Grow" explains that when a teacher "mothers" a child it creates new problems for the child, rather than making the child feel more secure.  As the child gets closer to the teacher, she hopes for more and more love. 


It is hard for a teacher not to be very flattered when a child shows how much she likes the teacher, but in the long run, letting a relationship with a child get too close only creates new frustrations and disappointments for the child.  No matter how much empathy a teacher feels for a child, at the end of the school year, the teacher's attentions turn to a new class with new children who may need her.  Although a perfectly normal process, moving to a new grade feels like rejection to a child who wants the teacher to truly love her.  
Ms. Furman suggests that a teacher can benefit a child best by establishing a friendly, respectful, and professional relationship whereby student and teacher keep some emotional distance and focus on the important work they have to do together - finding a way to help the child progress academically.  


If the teacher-student relationship focuses on this common goal, the child can move on, feeling a sense of accomplishment and joy in her relationship with her teacher, not a profound sense of loss at the end of the school year with the loss of a substitute mother.

For more information, see “Helping Young Children Grow” by Erna Furman (International Universities Press)

Doctor Doctor

Comfort Habits- are they good, bad or indifferent?

By Lydia Furman M.D.

Dr. Lydia Furman is Assistant Professor of Pediatrics, Division of General Academic Pediatric, Rainbow Babies and Children’s Hospital, Cleveland Ohio.  She is also consultant to Hanna Perkins School in Cleveland.

Thumb Sucking

Thumbsucking is the first of four parts of a discussion on comfort habits in infants and children. Discussion of transitional objects (teddy bears, blankies and bottles); worrisome habits like hair pulling and head banging; and nail biting and masturbation follow in the next three issues.


Are comfort habits good, bad, or indifferent?  To answer this question, let’s look at some habits.  Thumb sucking usually comes first to mind.  Fetuses suck their thumbs in utero (inside mother), and we have ultrasounds to prove this.  Some infants are even born with sucking blisters on their thumbs or fingers, although it then takes weeks after birth for most infants to purposefully find their thumb for self-consoling.  But is thumb sucking good or bad?  Shouldn’t one “nip it in the bud” because it causes dental problems later on and looks “babyish”?  


An infant who can console him or herself is starting to achieve “personhood”- loosely defined as being one’s own person, not always dependent on others.  For a baby this is quite a feat.  Nipples and pacifiers may come and go, but one’s thumb is always there, and learning to find it is a significant milestone that makes bedtime and fussy time a lot easier.   Some but not all mothers can enjoy and appreciate this contribution of self sufficiency from the infant.  So, viewed in this positive way, there is not a need to pull the thumb out of the mouth and substitute a pacifier (which can be dropped or lost or taken away).  


But wait, what about after babyhood?  Doesn’t the habit need to be stopped or it will never go away?  Thumb sucking, like all comfort habits, is a helpful way of easing little tensions and soothing little stresses.  If the baby gets enough nurturing and comforting from his mother (primary caregiver), isn’t left for long periods to rely on self-comforting only, and doesn’t have to undergo major stresses such as surgeries, thumb sucking will gradually disappear.  It may surface at private times or pre naptime and pre bedtime, which is O.K.   Other more mature, effective, and socially acceptable ways of coping develop with time and support, including verbalizing (putting feelings and ideas into words).  


The American Dental Association emphasizes that thumb sucking does not cause dental problems until well after age 4-5 years, and that positive not negative approaches to helping the child are recommended. However, neither sticker charts and rewards nor punitive measures are likely to be helpful alone.  For the older child who sucks his or her thumb noticeably and continuously, parents should seek guidance and referral because the child may need help in other areas.  

Next issue – watch for Part 2 – Transitional Objects.

The Grandmothers

Can There Be Christmas Without Santa?

by Lyn Kirst  

"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
The gifts were deposited her and there under the Christmas tree, half buried under piles of gay wrappings and discarded ribbons. Four year old Susan, who should have been in ecstasy, sat with a frown on her face as her mother and father began the clean up. At last she said, "Mommy and Daddy, why didn't you give me a present?"

One can imagine her parents' frustration upon hearing those words. Or even the disappointment of Susan who had received so many wonderful gifts from a "Santa Claus" but nothing, she is led to believe, from those whom she loves.

In all honesty, parents firmly believe they are giving their child all the fun of Christmas by playing up to the universal myth of Santa Claus? Wouldn't their child miss a lot of the excitement of Christmas otherwise? In most cases, this was a part of their childhood and they enjoyed every minute of it, didn't they? Besides, everyone does it.

But under close scrutiny, maybe this Santa Claus story is not all it is cracked up to be.

Consider shy Johnny, who is led screaming to that stranger in the horrible beard and scary red suit and told to sit in his lap. One wonders if his dreams are happy or how far and for how long he is able to separate himself from Mommy after that experience.

Then there is mature Sherry who asks her mother how Santa can be at so many stores at once, or, how can Santa get inside their house when they don't have a chimney? And if mommy lies about this Santa business, will she lie about other things, too?

Many of us, I'm sure, have overheard tired mothers exclaim to their children, "If you're not good, Santa will not bring you any presents!" Besides being an outrageous lie, what terror or guilt feelings must a child harbour at such a threat! How frightening also for a child to imagine that Santa is watching his every moment -- even he is sleeping, as the popular Christmas song admonishes.

Many mothers will exclaim at the thought of no Santa, "But everyone does it -- I don't want my child to miss the fun." Aren't there other more worthwhile joys of Christmas?"

Regardless of individual family beliefs, as far as the religious aspects of Christmas are concerned, cannot a family rather stress the fun of sharing and giving? All of us experience delight in giving to others. Parents especially take pleasure in providing a bountiful Christmas for their children, receiving untold measures of happiness when they see their children happy.

Are children ever too young to share this same pleasurable experience? Remember the loving expression on a child's face when he gives Mommy a bouquet of dandelions and the delight he receives from giving something to the one he loves? Why then deprive him of experiencing this joy at Christmas? Gifts are a gesture of love and think how love can grow when the whole family shares in giving and receiving.

There are many traditions of Christmas which could so easily put Santa into the background. Decorating the house; baking and decorating Christmas cookies; planning a Christmas party or even taking a ride at night to view Christmas lights can be special when the family works and does things together.

It takes more time and energy, of course, when little children are offered the opportunity of sharing the true happiness of Christmas. Perhaps it is the responsibility of the nursery school teacher to engender these ideas. For this reason a mothers' meeting in September might be a time to begin especially when one remembers how early the Christmas season starts this day and age. As an introduction, a teacher could explain how she intends to approach Christmas and what plans she wishes the children to share in the schoolroom. By her example she can show that Santa does not have to be in the hub.

When one takes the time to list the traditional symbols of Christmas, one finds Santa is not necessary to the enjoyment of the season. In decorating, turn to chains, trees, candy canes, wreaths, bells, angels, stars, ornaments, etc. Music and books for story time can eliminate Santa, too. Over-stimulation may be cut down by waiting until a couple of weeks before Christmas or vacation before starting Christmas activities, allowing ample time, of course, for making Mommy's and Daddy's gifts.

Quite probably mothers will be shocked and disappointed at the idea of eliminating the jolly old elf from family festivities, but, as a start, perhaps they could be encouraged to put more emphasis on plans to be shared with their children -- on the giving and doing to make others happy.

One wise mother was able to make this distinction. Several days before Christmas, Grandfather showed her the elaborate doll house he was making for his granddaughter. He wanted the mother to sneak it under the tree so Santa could give this to her. It was you who spent the hours and craftsmanship in making this for her because you love her, and I know she will treasure it all the more because it came from her Grandpa."

Love is the true meaning of Christmas. You cannot receive love from a fairy story. Only from sharing, giving, anticipating together, living and doing things as a family can one experience the richness and joys of love.

Feature

The Obesity Epidemic 

by Gabor Mate M.D.

Dr. Mate is a physician and psychotherapist in private practice in Vancouver B.C.  His best-selling book "Scattered Minds:  A New Look At The Origins and Healing of Attention Deficit Disorder!” is published by Vintage Canada. 

We hear much in the media today about obesity – in adults as well as children.  The prescription is good nutrition, exercise and an all round healthy life style.  The most important factor seems to be over-looked.

Overeating, junk food consumption and sedentary living among our children are not root causes, only surface symptoms, the behavioral manifestations of deeper psychological and social malaise. 
How does eating, an activity essential for sustaining life, become distorted, undermining many people’s health even to the point of shortening survival?  
In human development the ingestion of food has significance far beyond its obvious nutritive role.  Following birth the mother’s nipple replaces the umbilical cord as the source for nutrients to the infant, and is also the point of continued physical contact between mother and child.  Proximity to the parental body meets emotional attachment needs that are as basic to the child as the need for physical sustenance.  The healthy development of brain circuits and the psychological growth of the individual may be impaired if the child’s attachment needs are frustrated.  Babies fed but never held are at risk of dying.
When infants are anxious or upset, a human or a plastic nipple is offered -- in other words, a relationship with either a nurturing object or something which closely resembles it.   Being nourished emotionally and being fed or soothed orally become closely associated in the mind.  Emotional deprivation will trigger a desire to eat as surely as the withholding of food. Except in rare cases of physical disease, the more obese a person, the more emotionally starved they have been at some crucial period in their life.  The obesity epidemic is a sign of emotional frustration and anxiety on a societal scale.
 “Anxiety is an attachment alarm,” says Gordon Neufeld, a Vancouver developmental psychologist.  Its role in the survival of infant and child is to signal when our attachment relationships, which we are absolutely dependent on, are threatened.  If we cannot bear to feel that anxiety, or feel powerless to deal with its causes, we may turn to the temporarily soothing activity of eating.  “It is natural for children to turn to food when they feel stressed and emotionally alone,” says Dr. Neufeld.  “Stuffing oneself is an attempt to fill an attachment void.”  As all activities which soothe without satiating the underlying need, eating can become compulsive and even addictive.
Invariably, adults who eat too much not only suffered emotional loss in the past, they are psychically undernourished in the present.  One can observe a woman leaving an unsatisfactory relationship, lose weight and gain confidence, only to become heavy again after rejoining her partner: the loss in emotional energy expended is compensated for in calories ingested.  Many people who successfully quit smoking will begin to overeat, their craving for oral soothing no longer eased by their cigarette.
The obesity epidemic demonstrates a psychological and spiritual emptiness at the core of what has been proudly called the consumer society.  The erosion of stable communities and neighbourhoods under pressures generated by faceless and anonymous market forces, the dissolution of ties of village and extended family, the stress on parents having to rear children amid increasing insecurity all wreak havoc on relationships and undermine our sense of connection with others. We feel powerless, we become passive. We lead harried lives, we long for escape.  
 If children today are at greater risk for obesity than in previous generations, it is not simply because they are less physically active due to the availability of sedentary involvements such as television or computers. It is also because there has never before been a generation as deprived of adult contact.  No less than food, television and computers become substitutes for real contact.  Children with a strong sense of themselves, deriving from a strong and emotionally nourishing relationship with adults, do not need to soothe themselves by passively taking in either food or entertainment. 
It is useless, therefore, to try to control children's eating habits by disciplinary measures, by cajoling, by criticism, by rewards or punishments.  We need to recognize our children's passivity and overeating as symptoms, and we need to satiate the need that underlies them.  That means working on a stable, unconditionally loving, and emotionally nourishing relationship--something all parents want to give our children, but which many of us may be too stressed or busy to really provide.
 Feature

The Primitive Edge of Infancy

by Diana Mandell

Diana Mandell M.Ed.; Certified Mental Health Counsellor works with mothers and their babies in Redmond Paediatric, Redmond Washington helping mothers get a deeper understanding of the emotional needs of themselves and their infants. She is married and she and her husband have two grown daughters.

" Direct contact with strong infantile feelings awakens similar emotions in those who make the contact"….. "If we start to feel the force of early anxieties and to be aware of the importance of the experiences of infancy in this way, then the critical nature of our adult responsibilities becomes plain."

Closely Observed Infants 1995
Most of us don’t think about the impact when our babies cry, fuss, startle or look alarmed. We feel it. In the first two years of life and especially in the earliest months, we absorb our infant’s feelings. Many of the mothers I work with frequently talk about being "babied out." "Babied out" relates to the intensity and (sometimes disturbing) rawness of primitive feelings that they have absorbed. The impact of the baby’s distress can be compounded by what it may stir up from the mother's own personal infancy experience. If as an infant, she wasn't held emotionally when distressed, responding to one's own baby's upset may be difficult. I have found that mothers who are sensitive to infant feelings will make it a priority to be present despite their history. Recognizing what may be stirred up and not neglecting one's own needs is important to keep in mind.

I work with mothers of young infants in groups at a paediatrician’s office in Redmond Washington. One mother told me that whenever her baby cried she gave the baby to her husband for comfort. Then she realized that throughout her own early childhood her mother wasn’t available to help her with her own upset feelings. With this insight, she decided that even though she knew it would be hard because of how it felt inside, she was going to learn to respond to her infant emotionally. Another mother who attended group left the baby home with her husband one evening. The next week she shared that the baby had been fussy the entire evening. When she arrived home she saw the impact on her husband, describing him as pouty and impossible to please. She knew this was because he'd picked up the baby's feelings. She gave him some space and then told him what she had been learning about "primitive feelings" and how he had been affected by them. Some mothers talk about needing to pass the baby over to the father as soon as he walks in the door in the evening for the same reason.

Fathers also talk about these feelings after several hours with the baby. Spending hours with a preverbal, tiny, needy being can be hard. At times, it feels intense, raw, endless and even "crazy making". 

Babies have no sense of time. They are easily lost in their distresses. Some parents have talked about the baby "falling apart," "going to pieces." or "losing it." Infants survive these kinds of primitive experiences more comfortably when they are in the presence of caring parents. One mother talked about her four-month-old "throwing a fit" one afternoon. The baby needed a nap and was fighting sleep. The mother felt that the baby "was losing her mind, out of control, frayed, unable to manage." The mother continued, "I started slipping, drowning. She's an extension of me. I'm identified with her and I get pulled in, feeling what she feels.

As adults, most don’t remember how it feels to be brought back to these early places - the fears, feelings of falling, of being out of control, of panic, of helplessness, of timelessness, and of fragmentation of infancy. As we grasp the notion of primitiveness, our experiences and our own feelings make sense. One mother shared with a smile, "I felt so primitive today." The new understanding was a relief. Once she had a word to describe what her new infant had aroused, her experience made more sense to her. She was able to think about these emotions rather than just feeling them. This helped her cope better.

Primitive feelings by their mere nature can be daunting. Some parents want desperately to get away from them. Many adults don’t want to even try to think about what they experienced as babies. They attempt to dismiss this most basic premise, mostly out of lack of understanding.

When talking about primitiveness with parents, I show a greeting card of a weeping father holding a crying baby. Everybody laughs. This card shows us how caring for a new baby can evoke feelings in us that we never expected. I read them the often-quoted passage from The Magic Years, written by child psychologist Selma Fraiberg (1959). "It is only in the minds of adults that childhood is a paradise, a time of innocence and serene joy. In fact, the early years are a time fraught with terrors, and the only real security, the only sure refuge, is provided by a larger loving person."

Understanding primitive emotions allows for a greater appreciation of what it means to be that "larger, loving person." This is one who is able to serve as a "container"... a parent who is able to take in the feelings of the infant - but with an adult mind; a parent who, most of the time, can handle what she absorbs without falling apart herself in the baby's presence. She doesn’t turn away from the primitive communication of the infant, and doesn’t come undone herself.

This is how it works. When a baby is upset, we respond intuitively. We observe, trying to clarify the cause of the distress. Sometimes we can figure it out, sometimes not. We try to remedy what might be the cause, all the while resonating emotionally with the baby’s unhappiness. Being with the baby empathically is what emotional resonance is about.

For example, a young mother described what it was like taking care of her infant son during bouts of colic. With colic, there is often primitive panic. The infant has no way of knowing what is happening so is reduced to such fright...there is no time frame for the baby, meaning no idea of the pain ending, and no ability to think as of yet. This mother was sensitive to the panicky way her baby looked, though she didn’t know what to do with this awareness and couldn’t relieve him. She felt his helplessness and his intense distress, "he was coming apart." When she finally calmed him down she felt wiped out. She had become immersed in his primitive emotional life.

I told her that though she couldn’t relieve him, she could talk him through it. The following week, she shared, "I put into words what was going on inside of him as best I could. I told him how badly I felt that he hurt like this. I told him we wouldn’t leave him alone." She was so relieved to note, "the panic left his face." Now she was "serving as a container". Once she was able to understand the primitiveness of both his and her own feelings, she could keep herself from getting lost in these feelings and could hold onto her belief that she could manage. In doing so, she was able to "contain" both his and her own panic.

Here is another example of containment. One of the mothers came in to the office for two weeks in a row asking if she might weigh her baby on the infant scale before group began. This baby girl was quite petite, and the mothers' older child had had a rough start with some failure to thrive concerns. This 2-month-old became very upset as they walked into the office. The baby's distress grew from fussing and complaining to intense, uncontrollable crying. She knew where she was and what was about to happen. I suggested to the mother that she tell her baby as soon as they arrived at the office that she plans to weigh her and to talk her through the experience of being weighed. It worked. The baby was not upset the next time. The baby didn't like being undressed; she was possibly uncomfortable with the hardness of the scale and she may have picked up the anxiety she sensed in her mother. Talking seemed to assure both of them. .

As parents tune in to a baby’s state of mind, their presence comforts and lightens the aloneness which otherwise becomes a difficult part of the baby’s experience. Tuning in means opening up to these early primitive places. It means trying not to leave screaming infants and toddlers alone, but weathering the emotional storms, trying to understand the inner troubles. This is very difficult work. 

A mom described her baby getting very upset in the car on the way to the office for our group. This was a six-week-old and he came in quite frantic. The mother (who I later learned had been excellently mothered herself) was gentle and relaxed. For the first twenty minutes of group, I watched her walk about the room, sway, and talk to her baby. He gradually settled. She knew he hated the car seat and that this was part of it. She remained (both physically and emotionally) with him for as long as he needed. She told me after group how worn out she was by this. Weathering these storms with our babies is challenging. Staying present with the infant in the midst of intense, powerful, emotional neediness touches the mother’s deepest emotional needs. 

One mother of two, after hearing this and gaining a perspective on her times spent with her four-month-old and her two-year-old asked, "So, by the end of any particular day, how would your suggest I handle the primitive edges of my own frayed self?" Good question!

This is one of the most difficult parts of being a parent. Trying to understand the pain of our children means going back to experiences of which we no longer know about, things that were painful and made us cry as infants. These issues probably do not become conscious, but our feelings of distress do. When we struggle to bear our own distress and try to understand it, we help our infants in immeasurable ways. This is how we attach to our babies. This is how they know we are there for them.

Watch the next issue of Barbara Burrows Parenting Magazine for Part II where Diana Mandell will discuss when parents experience aggressive fantasies towards their beloved infants.

Ed. Note: When we received Diana’s article, we decided to ask a mother what she thought of it. We asked Sandi, (pen name to offer anonymity) mother of a daughter (1 month) and son (20 months) to give her thoughts on “The Primitive Edge of Infancy”.

Sandi writes:

Hmmm.  Very interesting stuff.  A lot to comment on but let me tell you what some of my immediate thoughts were.  I have this feeling when my children cry that is so profound.  I feel like root cellar doors are slowly shutting and keeping the storm inside the house from getting out.  It requires me to take a mental deep breath and move very slowly emotionally or it feels like I will explode.  I think it is patience.  I've noted that I've never been called patient by other people the way I have since I've had children.  
 

I had a very interesting experience while my mother was here helping me with the children when our daughter way born a few weeks ago.  She was here for three weeks and I realized that this was the longest amount of time we've spent together since I was 18 and moved out of the house.  My mother and I didn't really see eye to eye when I was a child but I loved her so it was okay.  Then from about 7 years old to 10 I felt very close to her.  I would bring her flowers and go shopping with her and we were like girlfriends.  Then when puberty hit we pretty much hated each other.  The fights we had were truly horrible and unfortunately that time coloured our relationship for many, many years -- in fact until these three weeks she was here.  Anyway, it was interesting because my mother deferred to me as a mother in my own right and in so doing began to see me in a different way.  She started making comments about what I liked and how I liked to do things and I could see that sometimes she was surprised because she had made assumptions about me from when I was a child.  In turn, I came to realize things about her.  The number one thing I saw was how loving and responsive and empathetic she is with my children and I realized that this must have been how she was with us.  It was such a relief and so reassuring.  I remember my own psychotherapist saying that it sounded like my attachment relationship with my mother was fine but that we were just a poor fit.  I never quite believed her until recently.  
 

So yes of course.  Having children does make us relive our own childhood right from those most primitive feelings of vulnerability and fear.  But I have to say, at least in my case, those feelings are always there for me anyway.  But it's true that being able to have some control and be able to help an infant with those feelings makes me feel a little more capable of handling my own.  (I say a little, because I have a huge temper and it has been a real wrestle with a lion to keep it in control).  
 

What can I say?  Being a mother is stressful but frankly, everything worth working for in life is.
 

Feature - Good Enough Parents

By Otto Weininger Ph.D.

Dr. Otto Weininger is a past professor from 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.

No parent can ever be perfect for their child; can judge when it is best to feed their child so that he will never feel uncomfortable, know whether they smiled just right for their child, or whether they gave just the right directions and interactions. It is just not possible to do this. What is possible is to just be good enough for the child, to be the “good enough parents” Donald Winnicott, the British paediatrician and psychoanalyst, spoke of.


We do not ever know exactly how an individual child sees his parent in each child-parent interaction: Does the child feel the interaction is good enough or not, and if not, then what happens? Because it is never possible to be what the child imagines the parent to be, there is always going to be some degree of frustration. In fact, I feel some degree of frustration is a good thing because it acts to spur development. This “just enough frustration” can help the child look for new ways to do things, new ways to approach parents and new solutions to difficult problems. What we can aim for as parents is to be good enough that the child will experience just enough frustration to encourage him to go on to explore new and perhaps more effective ways of being with his parents.


One child told his parents that unless he sat in the front seat of their car, he wanted to die! This statement came as a shock to them and they were upset, disturbed and immediately worried their six-year-old son was suicidal – a very frightening thought for any parent. As he was forced to sit in the rear seat he began to yell and scream that he wanted to die. When the parents got over the shock, his mother sat beside him in the back seat and asked as calmly as she could. “Do you really want to die?” The boy said, “No.” She questioned why he said that and he replied, “If I can’t sit in the front seat then I’m very uncomfortable in the back seat.” She asked what made him very uncomfortable and his answer was surprising – “I’m angry.” His mother told him that he should tell his parents that he was angry when he felt angry and not that he wanted to die, that his anger would not damage them, even if they know how angry he is with them.

The parents of this child were responding to things the way they understood them: that their son was safer in the back seat than in the front seat. While they realized he wanted to sit up front, they did not realize the extent of his anger about not being allowed to do so. He could only express this in the ultimate way for him (and us), as a wish to die. This, however, did not make sense to his parents and they needed to help him clarify what it was he was feeling so they and he could understand and then manage the feeling. I think this little boy felt he was not good enough for his parents and that as a consequence he was being pushed into the back. I also think that to him this meant his parents did not really love him. His view of the situation was framed in terms of rejection and he could not then retaliate with his anger. What he would then experience would be death. With the help of loving parents he was able to say he was angry and not have to perceive himself as rejected and not wanted.


Children imagine what things mean based upon, or influenced by, their feelings of the moment, and no matter how hard we try to give them information about what is real happening, it is their perception of the situation which matters.


Probably in the future the parents of this little boy will say something like, “We want you to sit beside up but for your safety and because of the law in driving a car, children have to sit in the back seat.” At least he can get angry with this requirement and not feel rejected by his parents. The child may feel upset and angry but what his parents are doing will not be the basis of the anger he is feeling at that moment – he can be angry at the restriction and not angry with his parents.

Good Books – More Than a Review

For the holiday season, we’ve chosen some books we think children will enjoy. One thing we have stressed over the years in Barbara Burrows Parenting Magazine is the importance of keeping celebrations in line with a child’s capacity to cope during any holiday season. The three books featured here offer enjoyable, low-keyed fun for children of various ages.

The Night Before Christmas

ISBN: 0-7894-6661-9

Publisher Dorling Kindersley

$24.95 (Canada)

96 pages

Age – all ages

This beautiful hard cover book offers a collection of favourite Christmas stories and classics that lovingly and gently evokes deep feeling in the reader.  The stories and poems all have a Christmas message – showing the real meaning of the season.  They are short enough to hold the attention of a 4-year-old and charming enough to hold the attention of a 90-year-old! Traditional favourites of Charles Dickens, Louisa May Allcott, Hans Christian Anderson and Clement C. Moore are mingled with more modern classics. The charm of the book comes from the stories and illustrations by Anne Yvonne Gilbert. The single-page features illustrated with colour photographs provide fascinating insights into the history and traditional customs of Christmas, such as the coming of Santa Claus, putting up a Christmas tree and exchanging presents.  Reading from this book together as a family every evening in the weeks before Christmas would make a lovely tradition that all family members would treasure for years to come.

The Christmas Book

By Jane Bull

Published by Dorling Kindersley

ISBN 0-7894-7873-0

50 pages

$19.95 in Canada

Ages 3 (with lots of adult help) - 12

The Christmas Book offers 50 activities for a fun-packed celebration. Making things brings good feelings to people of all ages, but particularly to children.  Having a small gift to give, made lovingly with one’s own hands will help every child enjoy the holiday season more.  This book gives many ideas of gifts children could make – from 3-D greeting cards, to decorations made from comic strips, greeting cards, postcards, wrapping paper – or any other bright thing that can be cut up.

Along with gift ideas, there are many activities that are just plain fun!  How to make a swirling snowstorm in a jar with glitter and glycerine, or bake tree ornaments made with salt dough – or how about trying out “Santa’s Cookie Factory” section that gives many simple recipes children can manage.

The book offers numerous activities that parents will enjoy as much as children and so will grandmother and grandfather!

The Ultimate Sticker Book 

Published by Dorling Kindersley

ISBN 0–7894-6501-9

8 pages

$8.95 in Canada

Ages – 3 (with adult help) to 9

This book offers numerous peel and stick plastic coated stickers that can be used more than once, with care.  Stickers can used to decorate anything, or can decorate the tree and the “Christmas Eve” scene in a home in the sticker book.  There is lots of opportunity for matching, as there are a couple of pages of outlines, where children figure out which sticker goes in each special place. This would be a great “calming” and enjoyable holiday activity to help excited children settle down.  It could help pass hours in the car if traveling is part of your holiday plan. And lastly, it is an activity book that young children and adults could enjoy together. 

Highlights

(normal blurb to credit)

Gifts Filled with Imagination!

By Mary Jo Regier

Before you throw away your old shoeboxes, milk cartons or round cereal boxes, read this! The holidays are almost here, and these things can be recycled into awesome gift boxes or baskets for family, friends, or even yourself.


To start, look around. What do you see that might be better off organized in a box? Jewellery? Marbles? Pastry cutters? Loose change? Toy cars? Just about everyone has something that could be organized or stored in an imaginative and colourful container. These boxes may be the perfect gifts for everyone you know. 


Gift containers are easy to make. The craft items you will need can usually be found around your home. Without giving away the secret of what you are creating, you might be able to get beads, buttons, shells, and scrap pieces of ribbon, fabric, wool, and wrapping paper from your family just by asking, You can also decorate gift containers with pictures cut out of old magazines. Gather together other craft supplies, such as crayons, glue, marker pens, thin card, and scissors, and you’re ready to go.


Try the two projects featured here or come up with your own gift ideas.

Ouchless First-Aid Shoebox

Cover a shoebox with wrapping paper, thin card, or fabric, and glue in place. Cover the shoebox lid with a different material. 

Decorate the box with adhesive plasters, cotton wool, and cotton swabs, either real or from picture magazines. 

Fill the gift box with assorted first-aid supplies to make a practical and thoughtful gift. (Ask an adult to help you decide which first-aid materials would be right for the box.)

Busy-Bee Supply Cereal Box


Use fabric or wrapping paper to cover a round cereal container and its lid. Decorate with ribbon, lace and other supplies.


To make a “busy bee” cut two wings out of thin yellow card. Next, cut a round yellow head and a round black body from thin card and glue them onto the wings. Write a message such as “I’m a busy bee!” on the wings.


Glue your “”busy bee” onto the container, and draw eyes and antennae with a marker pen.


Fill the container with paper clips, tape, scissors, pens, pencils or other desk and office supplies to make a perfect gift for the “busy bee” in your family. 

Our Reader’s Share (FILLER)

It’s MY Turn

Loretta is a long-time, enthusiastic reader of Barbara Burrows Parenting Magazine.  Previously living in Waterdown, Ont. she and her family have moved to Beautiful B.C.  Thanks for keeping in touch, Loretta.

By Loretta Semple

The words "It's my turn, s/he sat in the front last time!" used to explode in my ears like a bomb.  But a solution finally came to me one day when all three of my kids once again were arguing over who would sit in the front seat of my car. I hit my breaking point and cancelled our outing, instead calling a meeting in our kitchen.  I told them my plan and they thought it was great (and still do). We would keep a schedule on the calendar of whose turn it was, starting with the youngest.  I took my calendar off the wall, and Tara, my eldest, printed the appropriate names, in order of age, on each day of the year.  They had fun finding out whose name was each special day that came up on the calendar.  Now we're hassle-free when we get into the car.  During the year and a half our plan has been in action, other "it's my turn for that’s have come up, so the following have been added to the "Special Day Plan".  Whoever's day it is:

1.
Sits in the front seat of my car (if that person isn't in the car, the other two still sit in the back)

2.
sits in the front seat of my husband's car when we go out as a family (I sit in the middle in the back, so the others can't argue over who sits next to me)

3.
sets the supper table

4.
gets the red plate (I have a set of tupperware plates, each a different colour, and of course they all want the red one...)

5.
gets their meal served to them first

6.
gets their bedtime story read to them first

7.
gets to eat off the Santa Claus placemat during the Christmas season

8.
turns on the Christmas tree and outdoor lights

9.
chooses where we go for dinner on special occasions

10.
answers the phone and the door

I'm sure as time goes on, the list will get longer.  But it sure is an easy solution to "it's my turn" arguments.  You just look at the calendar and see whose day it is for EVERYTHING.

Feature (FILLER)

I'm Going to Chop Your Head Off!

Parents need to keep their small children safe. Sometimes it means saying "you may not run off to the park with the older children - you are only 2 years old!" In the mind of a young child, the reality is seriously distorted. The child might see the protective mother as a harsh, mean, punitive person, vindictively holding the child back from what he so badly wants to do. Often a child can be overcome with hostile rage towards the parent when not allowed to do as they please. A child's world is full of deep frustrations.

Children sometimes respond to these frustrations with anger and rage - they scream, bite, hit, pinch, etc. And what do parents do with an irate young children? -- they often send them to their room. This "time out" approach is widely recommended, and in some cases, it can help both parent and child regain control.

However, this may not be the best approach for many small children. Why? When in their rooms alone, little children start to imagine harm will come to them, when they are filled with so many harmful impulses (want to bite, hit and pinch).  Being alone with such over-whelming wishes to harm others and the fears that they will be harmed in retaliation causes some children to panic and protest in frantic rage. 

For some, because they are hating their mommy or daddy so much at this point, they feel certain their mommies or daddies want to hurt them back. At this point the child really has a difficult problem because, he feels like such a `bad' child for thinking terrible thoughts and acting with such anger, and he feels frightened that he might hurt his parent whom he also loves so much, and frightened that his big, strong parent who stopped him from doing what he wanted will use his or her strength to hurt him to pay him back for such "bad" thoughts. 

Parents can help children in this stage by helping them understand more about the impulses they experience when they lose control. Instead of punishing the child, it helps much more for children to discover that the strong and dependable parent does not get eaten up, mangled or destroyed, her head does not get chopped off no matter how badly the child may have wished (albeit momentarily) that this would have occurred. 

A parent who can:

1. help the child calm down without turning against the child and

2. help the child differentiate between his wild, frightening wishes in his imagination and reality

will help the child understand important aspects of his emotional life and build the capacity to regain control of his emotions more quickly.

Acknowledging the child's anger and wishes helps. To the child who screams, "I hate you! I'm going to chop your head off!" a parent can say, "I know you are very, very angry with Mommy right now, and you want to hurt me, but mommy won't let anything bad happen. Mommies and daddies don't get hurt when children get those mad, mad feelings inside. In a little while, you won't feel as upset, those feelings will go away."

Turning to another activity the child likes can ease the child out of his rage. "Lets read your favourite story. Can you find the book?" helps "change the subject" without increasing the child's guilt for his raging thoughts and feelings.

As a child discovers he can feel intense rage, wish terrible things to happen and not do any real damage (and especially not hurt who he really loves so much) he begins to feel less frightened by his wide range of emotions, and more capable of finding his way through his strong impulses.  He is not as over-whelmed by them.  He sees that his mommy is still here and seems to love him, even though he hated, hated, hated her so MUCH, and he comes to understand and believe that his anger has not made him a bad child.  

The more children can be accepting of their strong, hateful urges, feelings, and thoughts, the more connected they become with the complex processes that go on within them when they become terribly frustrated. Try to stay with your child until he is able to shake his angry hostility and return to his reasonable self again.
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