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Praise for There’s No Such Thing As ‘Naughty’

‘As a parenting support book [There’s No Such Thing As ‘Naughty’] is in a class of its own in terms of the accessible wisdom and pragmatic help it provides. It is perhaps the most helpful book for parents of children of any age. Written by a great communicator, it will have massive impact’

Professor Peter Fonagy, CEO Anna Freud National

Centre for Children & Families

‘Kate has devoted much of her emotional as well as her academic mind to develop her approach to being a nurturing and loving parent. This book reflects Kate’s genuine passion about children’s mental well-being’

Dame Benny Refson DBE, President Place2Be

‘We know that a child’s early experiences play a vital role in supporting healthy brain growth, which is key to their future mental and physical well-being. This book provides a fun, accessible introduction to developmental neuroscience that can help parents and carers support their child’s brain development’

Sir Peter Wanless, Chief Executive NSPCC

‘Kate writes with humour and compassion, and without judgement, turning a potentially daunting subject into a personal one’ Susan Cooke, Head of Research and Evidence NSPCC

	
‘This book has changed my life. I am a better father for having read it. I think every parent should read it. If they do it will mean kinder parenting and happier kids’

	Joe Wicks

	
	‘This book is absolutely brilliant! I love that it is about parenting a healthy brain. It’s wonderfully written, nicely laid out and with lots of practical advice and structure for parents to follow. It contains advice in there that even I would find useful to help my families in my practice with. It’s everything you wish you’d known at the beginning of being a parent and all the stuff we are just starting to learn about brain development and the modern world. It is much needed and will be so helpful to parents everywhere’

	Dr Guddi Singh, Paediatric Registrar, Guy’s and St.Thomas’ NHS Foundation Trust
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To Mike, Clemency and Wilbur,
to my sea and my stars.
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I dedicate this book to all parents, everywhere. I pay tribute to those of you who are parenting as a team, those who are parenting solo, those of you who are bereaved, divorced or separated, those of you who are grandparents, foster carers, step-parents, adoptive parents and primary carers – all of you who are the wonderful, empathic, kind, caring people who have taken on the role of raising a child – very often the most challenging job in the world . . . unquestionably the most important.
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This is the story of three animals and a tree: the lizard, the baboon, the wise owl and the baobab, and how together they represent our brain, and how they each influence our children’s – and indeed our own – behaviour.

It’s a story that explains why, for our children under five, there really is no such thing as ‘naughty’.

And why, if we get it right from conception to five, we can set our children up for life.

I am so excited to be able to show you how.




Introduction – Why I Wrote This Book

When I finally became a mother, after many years of heartache, with four failed IVFs, two miscarriages and total emotional exhaustion, I was overjoyed! I had fallen pregnant naturally, at the age of 40, which seemed amazing given that even the doctors seemed to have given up hope; then, at 43, I conceived naturally again. My children, Clemency and Wilbur, honestly felt like gifts from the universe. There was the obvious elation and absolute gratitude, but it was accompanied by many questions, too:

Firstly, wow – why did no one tell us it would be this tough?

Secondly, erm . . . why was it so tough?!

and thirdly . . . is everyone else finding it this tough?!

Six weeks into welcoming Clemency home, even my former Royal Marines commando husband exclaimed, ‘Getting my green beret was easier than this!’ Followed up later with, ‘I had more advice when getting a puppy!’

It’s true, the tougher realities of parenting are rarely shared between friends; my husband jokes we’d probably never do it otherwise! I think it’s perhaps because we’re increasingly parenting in isolation, without the support of the more traditional community that we would once have been a part of. We could parent more by instinct then, when we weren’t so sleep-deprived and had the benefit of an extended family to help cook and be with baby, while elders passed down ancient wisdoms from generation to generation.

We may live in different times but we all still have the same hopes and aspirations, the same dream of being the best parents we can be, to want the reassurance that we are ‘getting it right’ and to know that our children are growing up feeling valued, safe and loved.

And, clearly, we do get advice, but in recent decades it seems some of it has been designed more with frazzled parents in mind (understandably, absolutely) rather than what might necessarily work best for our children. For example, we have seen the advent of the ‘naughty step’ and ‘banishing to rooms’, or even leaving our children to ‘cry it out’ alone. All done with the best of intentions, to help time-poor parents just trying to stay afloat. But what if we could combine the best of our ancient wisdoms, backed up by modern science in a way that not only benefited us . . . but benefited our children, too?

Faced with a children’s mental health crisis, we want, more than ever, to feel confident we are raising compassionate, considerate, kind children; children who become adults who are emotional adventurers, able to overcome adversity and embrace life in all its glorious multi-colour.

Once I had become a mother, I was keen to learn more about how I could best support my own children’s mental well-being, as much as their physical health, too.

As a journalist, I have been fortunate to have access to some of the world’s most brilliant clinical psychoanalysts like Professor Peter Fonagy, neuroscientists and psychiatrists such as Dr Bruce Perry, and clinicians and psychotherapists, Dr Gabor Maté, Dr Margot Sunderland and psychotherapist Liza Elle. I invited child psychiatrists into my kitchen for a cup of tea . . . and asked them to ‘bring their brain’ (as you do), but I meant it literally. I had read so many parenting books and looked at so many different theories – and encountered quite a few myths along the way – that I wanted to hear them explain why our children behave the way they do and, most importantly, how we, as parents, might best respond.

I wanted to learn how to parent a healthy brain.

I knew, from my training as a children’s counsellor and my own experience of psychotherapy, that what we experience when we are very young shapes the adult we become. What I had not known, and what blew me away, was when I learned that what happens in our childhood can impact EVERYTHING, from our brain development, to our biology, as well as our behaviour. How we, as parents, respond to our children’s behaviour will directly influence their brain development.

I suddenly saw my children in a totally different light – or rather, I saw their behaviour in a totally different light. I discovered I could tackle tantrums and meltdowns with ease, solve squabbles in seconds and saw how sibling rivalry has its roots in fear. I found parenting SO much easier – and my children were happier, too! With everything I was learning, I felt able to parent more confidently and intuitively, rather than feeling I was in the dark. It was an ABSOLUTE REVELATION. And to my husband, brought up in a ‘spare the rod, spoil the child’ environment, the approach we began to use was transformational for him, too.

And all without a ‘naughty step’ in sight!

I have written this book to share what I have learned, because it seems too important not to. I think EVERY parent deserves to know the secret to raising emotionally healthy children. Not only does it serve our children well for the future, but it makes our lives EASIER and an awful lot more FUN!

I wanted to share the secret to parenting a healthy brain.

It is something scientists have known for decades. However, what they have known (and to be fair, wanted us to know, too) has not really reached the parenting mainstream.

Why?

Because – as they told me when I asked them that question – ‘science likes labels’ and ‘science does “complicated”’. Professor Fonagy challenged me to, ‘explain it as a story, to keep it simple’.

And so that’s what I set out to do.

I took the liberty of renaming the (very complicated) structure of the brain and came up with a (very simple) concept to explain how our children’s developing brains influence their behaviour.

The concept involves just three animals and a tree: the lizard, the baboon, the wise owl and the baobab. It’s SUPER-EASY to explain and SUPER-EASY to put into practice.

I wanted a concept that was simple to understand, even for our children, and that we as parents can put to use in seconds – even, and when, we’re under significant parental duress!

It is important for me to emphasise that there is science in this here book! I say that because I want you to feel empowered by it. I have written about it in a way that is really accessible, because I am passionate that EVERY parent should have access to it. Because with the science in your sails, as it were, you can be confident to move forward, trusting your instincts, using the concept of the lizard, baboon and wise owl, knowing that what you are doing for your children is supported by hard science.

You’ll also find what I call ‘Brain Boxes’ scattered throughout the book, which include elements of the research I have done, the clinical studies I have read, and the analysis and knowledge of the people I have interviewed and been inspired by. There are plenty of resources and support networks at the back of the book, too, if you want to delve even deeper. At all times, though – and I can’t stress this enough – the language is simple and the concept easy to use.

Part I

The first two chapters set out the stall, as it were. They will explain how your parenting shapes the person your child becomes: their attitudes to risk, their resilience, even their future relationships. It’s THAT important for you to know! It will explain your child’s behaviour using the concept of the three animals and the baobab tree so that by the end of the very first chapter, you’ll be ready and equipped with all that you need to know to be an all-knowing neuroscience ninja ready to tackle every and all types of behaviour – from tantrums and tears through to fights and fears. I swear, cross my heart, you totally will. So stay with me here . . . that parenting ninja badge has your name on it!

Part II

I explore all those universal parenting scenarios . . . you know, the ones we all dread: the public meltdowns, the angry outbursts, the ‘refusals to soldier’ (as my husband Mike puts it), as well as many others too, including coping with starting nursery or school, with bereavement, separation or divorce. I will also share many scenarios from personal experience – not sparing myself any embarrassment either – to ensure you know you really are not alone. You’ll also hear from other parents who share their experience, including my husband, which is important as in his case he originally came at this with a somewhat different perspective!

In every chapter you’ll find easy and practical tips and tools to use, as well as some scripts to follow too, because I know that when we are at the end of our parenting tether, we often just want someone to show us HOW! And NOW!

Parenting can be tough. We may often be operating alone, and running on empty. I am a working mum who came late to motherhood. I know how exhausting it can be. I know, having young children of my own, the difficulties that modern parenthood can pose. I now understand why raising children has been described as the toughest job in the world.

However, I also understand, with everything I have learned in the past decade, that we are far more powerful than we know, more capable than we might believe and certainly we all have the ability to raise children who are healthy and happy and can share the strongest bond with us for life.

My hope is that this book will help enable you to be the parent you always hoped and wanted to be. I hope it will help you feel supported to enjoy your own journey, feeling nurtured and empowered throughout and, most of all, to help your little one to thrive with a childhood that is rich in happiness and fun. I hope this helps us all to build a better future for our children, and for us all to have a wonderful time while we do.

Shall we begin? Let’s dive in, I am with you all the way.

Kate Silverton, February 2021




PART I
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Understanding Your Child – the Lizard, the Baboon and the Wise Owl Way

I believe we are best served as parents when we are able to step inside the minds of our children, to really understand how they think and what drives their behaviour. It’s so much easier to do that when we understand how their brains develop. Part I is going to explain your child’s brain using the super-simplistic concept of just three animals: a lizard, a baboon and a wise old owl! I look at it this way, the brain may be complex but our understanding of it doesn’t have to be.

With this newfound knowledge, you’ll understand everything about your children’s behaviour and why there really is no such thing as ‘naughty’!




CHAPTER 1
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The Lizard, the Baboon and the Wise Owl

‘See a child differently – see a different child.’

DR STUART G. SHANKER, professor emeritus of
philosophy and psychology at York University

‘She’s going through the terrible twos!’

‘My baby’s so clingy.’

‘My daughter can’t share.’

‘My son’s a biter.’

‘My twins won’t sit still!’

‘Why can’t we leave the house on time?!’

‘My daughter’s so ANGRY – she keeps hitting her sister.’

‘WHY won’t they just DO AS THEY’RE TOLD?!’

Why DO our children behave the way they do?

Old-school parenting might say our children are ‘NAUGHTY’.

I say old-school parenting is wrong!

Our children are not ‘naughty’ – they’re just trying to tell us something. In the only way they know how.

Our children under five will often ‘act out’ their feelings because they don’t always have the words to explain them just yet. And their feelings can seem MASSIVE, like the WHOLE WORLD is about to end, because they don’t have an advanced ‘emotional filter’ at this age, no means of switching themselves off or turning down the dial. When we understand that, when we are able to interpret their behaviour easily (which you’ll be able to do by the end of this chapter!), you’ll see why I say, ‘THERE’S NO SUCH THING AS NAUGHTY’ and we become parents who can ask not ‘What is WRONG with you?’, but rather, ‘What’s going on for you right now that I need to help you with?’

That’s it!

I know it sounds simple, but helping your children to learn how to manage their big feelings will be one of the biggest and BEST investments you will EVER make as a parent. There really is no need for you to feel pressured to create a little Einstein or Mozart. If we want rounded, grounded, happy kids, science confirms what Nature already knew: teaching our children how to handle their emotions is vital for ensuring their future mental and emotional well-being. The beauty of it is, Nature has already given us everything we need to help them do it.
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‘Rather than hold up flashcards to a baby, it would be more appropriate to the baby’s stage of development to simply hold him and enjoy him.’

Psychotherapist Sue Gerhardt in her book, Why Love Matters



Our emotions are the feelings we sense inside us. They are our guide to what is safe in life and what is not, what we move towards and what we run away from.

How our children experience the world, and our role as parents, will shape the person they become; not only their physical health, but in their mental and emotional well-being, too. We can help them best when we understand that our children’s brains are still developing, which means they might behave and perceive things very differently from the way we do.

By way of illustration, when you look at this, what do you see?
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Well, here’s what your child sees . . .

[image: illustration]

Our children at this age experience the world differently – because their brains are different. Their brains are engaged in growing, in exploring, in learning. That’s because our children’s brains are not yet as developed as ours. In fact, the work of Professor Peter Fonagy, and many researchers in this field, suggests that the human brain does not stop developing until we are around 25, so your child under five has a brain that is still VERY much a work in progress, which means that their behaviour will be, too.

As soon as I learned about brain development, everything about my young children suddenly made sense, from why they found it difficult to share, why my son was hitting his sister and why we all found it so bloody hard to get out of the door on time!

I could avert tantrums and embrace tears, stop the fighting and see my children become firm friends without resorting to ‘old-school’ punishments like ‘naughty steps’ or ‘banishment’ to bedrooms. I found I could be the parent I wanted to be, with an ability to ‘step inside my children’s heads’, to see things from their perspective and to understand what it was they were feeling and, most importantly, WHY.

Understanding how our children’s brains develop is absolutely vital if we are to help them – and indeed ourselves! – to navigate the rest of life happily, whatever the challenge.

However, the brain is a complex organ and I am a bear with a rather small brain when it comes to neuroscience. When I set out to learn about the brain, all the talk of amygdalas, limbic systems and dorsal vagus nerves conjured up images of computer-coding courses or a German car advert more than the incredible organ that keeps us alive.

So, I set out to distil the science, to create a very simple concept that helped me to understand my children’s behaviour in a way that made sense to me – and in a way, I hope, that will make sense to you, too. Because it is my dearest wish that in sharing it with you, you’ll see why ‘THERE IS NO SUCH THING AS NAUGHTY’ and, by the end of this chapter, you’ll be the one explaining to your friends why!

The lizard, the baboon and the wise owl

When our ancestors began to walk on two legs, they could naturally use their hands more freely and scientists believe the increase in intelligence as a result of being able to do more activities led to a dramatic increase in brain size. However, standing on two legs had another consequence, too.
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‘At the same time, standing on two legs produced a narrowed pelvis and birth canal in females. The bigger head and smaller pelvis meant the human infant had to be born very immature.’

Dr Margot Sunderland, Director of Education and Training, Centre for Child Mental Health, London, in her book, The Science of Parenting.



Having a relatively ‘unfinished brain’ means we are far more vulnerable at birth and for a significantly longer period than our mammalian cousins; for example, zebras can run from predators only an hour after birth; a baby giraffe will drop six feet from its mother’s womb and walk, albeit quite wobbly, almost immediately after; dolphins are born swimming. In stark contrast, our babies are born pretty much helpless. It takes around a year for children to start walking with confidence, and they cannot feed or care for themselves for even longer.

Our children are completely dependent upon us for their survival, until their immature brains effectively ‘catch up’. It’s why there is such rapid brain growth in the first few years of life: our children’s brains have to work quickly to achieve the skills and abilities they need to survive and flourish in whatever environment they find themselves in.

Now the brain develops in a hierarchical fashion – from bottom to top, as it were. To allow it to be more easily understood, scientists have typically divided it into parts. All the parts are present from birth and each is connected to the other, but each part has its own distinct functions, too.

To understand our children and why they do what they do, we must first understand these different parts and how they influence our children’s behaviour.

The first parts of our children’s brains to develop are what are known as the brain stem and cerebellum – what we think of as our SURVIVAL BRAIN. As the name implies, its job is to keep our children alive. It governs heart rate and body temperature, our children’s sleep patterns, their breathing, balance, appetite and digestion. The survival brain responds to anything that’s potentially life-threatening – whether that’s something happening inside the body, for example if our children are hungry – or externally, for example someone is running towards them waving their fists and shouting.

In these circumstances, our children’s survival brain acts instinctively and automatically. Its responses are not consciously chosen and involve what we understand to be our fight–flight and freeze responses. The survival brain is what our babies are mostly dependent upon in the womb, and it will drive a lot of their behaviour during the first year of life.

Next we have the limbic brain, or what is also known as the EMOTIONAL BRAIN. It’s involved in processing and regulating our children’s ‘big feelings’, like anger and joy, as well as their social behaviour; how they relate to other people. It’s also how our babies and young children will process what’s going on in the world around them – what they see, hear, taste, smell and touch. It’s where much of their memory and language is ‘located’ as well as their stress response – how they act if they sense they are in danger.

The survival and emotional parts of our brains are often referred to as our ‘lower brain’ and are very much interconnected.

Finally, we come to the cortex, specifically the pre-frontal cortex or the THINKING BRAIN. Also referred to as our HIGHER brain, it is the part of the brain that sets us apart from other animals. It helps our children to learn, to have empathy (to think about things from someone else’s perspective), to think about the past and the future, to problem solve and to understand ‘concepts’.

ALL the parts of the brain ARE present from birth, but because each part develops in ‘sequence’, as it were, with the brain stem first, and the thinking brain last, some parts can be more influential than others in terms of our children’s behaviour in their early years.

So, as I have said, I love the brain – it’s brilliant – but I can get awfully lost in labels like cerebellum and hypothalamus! I could take up pages here explaining each and every one of the brain’s intricate functions (don’t worry, I won’t), and I think the complexity of the labelling is one of the main reasons the invaluable research carried out in recent decades has not reached an even wider audience. However, what we now know about our children’s brain development, especially in the early years, is fundamental for their future mental health and well-being and can help us enormously with our parenting, too. So, I challenged myself to distil decades of science into one simple concept in the hope that it will go some way to helping us understand our children’s behaviour a little better.

It involves . . . wait for it . . .

A tree, a lizard, a baboon and a wise owl (I know . . . you’re very welcome [image: illustration]).

Remember, this is my interpretation – and, of course, your child DOESN’T ACTUALLY have a lizard, baboon or wise owl in their head, but I find using imagery is a really helpful way to explain what I have understood from all the research and interviews I have carried out.

Clearly I would still really love for you to take a deep dive into the incredible neuroscience and the pioneering work of scientists like Professor Peter Fonagy, Dr Bruce Perry and Dr Margot Sunderland and many others referenced in this book, who have influenced me throughout my studies (I reference them in full at the back of the book), However, moving forward, we can now bin ‘bilateral integration’ and cast aside ‘Mr Cerebellum’ and, with some fanfare, I now introduce you to your child’s brain (and yours by the way!) using just three animals and a tree.
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And not just any old tree, but an incredible ancient baobab tree from my beloved Zimbabwe. Known there as the tree of wisdom, it is the tree around which the elders would gather t o pass down generations of knowledge to the young children of the village.

We are going to take the baobab tree as a whole to represent our children’s brain. At the bottom of the trunk there’s a little lizard sitting on the bark. The lizard represents our SURVIVAL BRAIN. I think of it as a lizard because this part of our brains is – remarkably – the same brain that reptiles also have and, indeed, have had for hundreds of millions of years! It is very primitive but, as we have seen, it plays a vital role in keeping us safe and alive.

The lizard

Imagine a lizard in the wild. It acts on instinct. If it’s hungry and a fly buzzes past, its tongue shoots out and that’s it, lunch done. If it hears a rustle in the long grass nearby, it will be up and off in an instant, or it might stand stock still, hoping to blend into the background and avoid detection. Well, it’s the same for us: our lizard brain is there for our survival and will react in a flash, whether it’s when we are hungry or thirsty, too hot or too cold, or if it thinks we are about to be attacked.

[image: illustration]

Our lizard is involved in what is known as our ‘stress response’. The symptoms of fear first arise here in the brain stem and it can see us in fight–flight–freeze mode – that is to say if we feel threatened we may stand our ground and fight, or we might turn and flee, just like the lizard, or in the same way, if there appears little chance of escape we might simply freeze . . . hoping the threat will disappear. The lizard does not ‘choose’ to behave in a certain way – its behaviour is automatic. We can see it in reality with our own children’s ‘quick-as-a-flash’ behaviour; for example, meltdowns in public when our child might drop like a dead weight to the floor – suggesting their ‘lizard’ has become completely overwhelmed by what they are experiencing in much the same way we adults might faint or freeze if we too are ‘overcome’ by a particularly stressful situation.

It’s the lizard brain in play when our baby’s body stiffens if she’s startled, or if she is frightened by a loud noise and she’s on her back, her arms and legs might flail as though trying to run away. If your baby howled the bathroom down when you gave him his first bath, you might imagine the lizard leaping to his defence in protest at the shock of the sudden change in temperature. And it’s the lizard who drives that most urgent of cries as our baby tells us in no uncertain terms, ‘I’M HUNGRY!’

The lizard is not sophisticated or manipulative – it doesn’t sit there rubbing its little claws thinking: Mmmm . . . I’m going to make the baby scream and scream because I know it p*sses Mum and Dad off!

Noooo! Absolutely not. The lizard’s only job is to ensure your child’s survival. It acts automatically, alerting you to what your children need precisely when they need it. How you respond is key, because here’s the thing: the LIZARD’s healthy development is crucial, not only for your child’s physical health but for their future mental health too.

Because how the lizard develops can help shape our children’s future behaviour and their attitudes towards things like risk, their tendency towards anxiety and how fearful they are, both as children and the adult they become. And the lizard’s development and the associations it makes (whether the world is a scary place or a welcoming one), begins REALLY EARLY.
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‘Brain building begins just two weeks after conception. And from conception, we all have two core needs: stable, caring relationships and enriching experiences. These two core needs are critical elements of the environment in which we develop – and they are just as important for positive development as food and safety.’

Professor Peter Fonagy, Anna Freud Centre for Children and Families



I was blown away when I first understood that the experiences we have within the womb and in our first year of life will directly shape the adult we become. It’s why my wonderful midwife, the eminent Jenny Smith, says everyone needs to know it. ‘It is at the point of conception that we need to empower women with the knowledge that even at the earliest weeks of pregnancy they are supporting and influencing not just the growth of their baby physically but that of the development of their baby’s brain. This development starts in the womb then continues into childhood, and these influences impact the adult your child becomes.’

With so many new experiences in their first year of life, it can feel pretty scary for our babies, especially when we consider that they are literally trapped inside their bodies, helpless, unable to run away from threat or feed themselves when they are hungry. In large part, the lizard initially depends entirely upon us for its survival. When you hold your baby (or your young child), when you keep her close, keeping her warm and feeling safe, so you are helping to ‘reassure’ that ancient part of her brain – our metaphorical lizard – that when she is hungry, thirsty, frightened or in pain, you will be there to help, to keep her safe – to keep her alive.

Every time you respond to your baby when she calls for you, every time you soothe and comfort her and provide for her needs, you are helping to build up positive associations in your baby’s brain.
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‘Being able to feel safe with other people is probably the single most important aspect of mental health; safe connections are fundamental to meaningful and satisfying lives.’

Bessel A. van der Kolk, psychiatrist, researcher and author of The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind and Body in the Healing of Trauma



The more positive associations that your child’s ‘lizard’ makes (namely, that if/when he needs you, you’ll be there), the more likely your child is to be able to cope with challenges in the future. Consider how we help our children to first learn to ride a bicycle. We don’t just shove them off to cycle alone on the first time of trying. We initially act as their stabilisers, steadying them as they find their balance, helping them to practice until they can go it alone. After a while, we stand back, cheering from the sidelines, still there to kiss a grazed knee if they fall. In a similar way, having us there as a ‘stabiliser’ at the start of their life journey enables our children to gain the confidence to ‘find their balance’, to try new things and ultimately, of course, to go it alone.

This is how the roots of resilience are grown. Resilience is borne not from ‘throwing our young children in at the deep end’ but rather first laying strong foundations, providing unconditional love and support, in this initial, most vulnerable period of their lives. In doing this now, we are helping our children to build strong healthy foundations in the brain that will last them a lifetime.

In conclusion then:


1. Our children’s lizard ‘brain’ is what keeps them alive.

2. It doesn’t CHOOSE to act the way it does . . . it acts instinctively, and automatically, alerting you to their needs.

3. It remains a huge influence on our children, particularly in their earliest years, but throughout their entire lives too.

4. It plays a part in our children’s attitudes to risk, their tendency towards anxiety and their future mental health.



So what about the rest of the brain?

Well, let’s look at our baobab brain again, and there, higher up on one of its branches, is a . . .

BABOON

The baboon in my concept represents the EMOTIONAL BRAIN or what scientists call the limbic system. It’s the same brain as other mammals, like your dog or cat. The baboon is in charge of our children’s social behaviour, such as care and nurturing, playfulness and bonding. He’s in charge of all the big emotions like fear and rage, joy and trust. Your child’s ‘baboon’ cannot register concepts like time (he doesn’t wear a watch!), nor can he apply logic; he’s a baboon and lives very much in the here and now. The baboon, like the lizard, is responsible for our children’s safety and survival. I think of him as a self-defence system, watchful and alert. I imagine him, sat on the branch of the baobab tree, scanning the horizon for any potential threat. If he sees anything untoward, he might leap down to the ground, beating his chest to ward off anyone he doesn’t want to get too close. Our children’s baboons take their cues from other people’s body language, their eyes especially, the same way as other mammals like dogs do. The baboon helps our children to form good relationships, to become attached to others – another survival mechanism when you consider it, because there is more security in being part of a wider ‘troop’ or tribe.

[image: illustration]

The baboon really comes into his own during our children’s first three years of life and, as we will see, it’s why our toddler’s behaviour might sometimes seem much more akin to a cheeky baboon than a human being! (With a little boy who is now six, what do you think inspired me?!) All that throwing themselves around, snatching food or toys, beating their fists on the floor – behaviour we might consider just a tad ‘over the top’!

Being able to think of our children as more primitive creatures, driven by a ‘lizard’ and ‘baboon’ whose focus is more about staying alive and less about the ‘please and thank-yous’, can help us to keep perspective in those moments of meltdowns and angry outbursts. When we remember that our children’s behaviour is driven by a still-developing brain, we may be more accepting when they don’t always behave the way we want or expect them to.

When we can understand what’s driving our child’s behaviour, when we soothe, support and reassure them if they feel threatened or afraid, it helps to build positive associations in the brain and strengthen loving bonds between us. It leads to what we refer to in psychotherapy as having a ‘secure attachment’. The British psychiatrist John Bowlby defined attachment as a ‘lasting psychological connectedness between human beings’. It means when our children are under stress, feel threatened or afraid, they will readily call or come to us because they have learned we can help them, that they can trust us to allay their fears and contain their big feelings. Having secure attachment helps to support our children’s future emotional and mental well-being. It influences everything from how they handle stress in later life to their future relationships – yes, even the romantic ones!


[image: illustration]

‘There is strong evidence from neuroscience that supports attachment theory and suggests that 0–5 years is a critical period for developing attachment. If no attachment relationship at all has developed during this period, then the child is likely to have learning, health, or social issues, as we see in children brought up in very emotionally deprived circumstances. One way attachment can be strengthened is through serve and return interactions between 0–5s and their parents, caregivers and others. Like a rally in a game of tennis, babies and very young children naturally reach out for interaction with adults through babbling, pointing, imitating facial expressions and so on. This process drives the development of important language, cognitive, and social skills and is one of the key ingredients that builds a child’s brain.’

Professor Peter Fonagy, Anna Freud Centre for Children and Families



As Professor Fonagy also explains, ‘A strong foundation in the early years increases the chances of positive health and learning later on, while a weak foundation increases the odds of later difficulties.’ How we interact with our children now is that important.
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