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Dedication

To you—

and all the parents of infants seeking information, effective strategies, comfort, and a vision filled with hope for a joyful life with your spirited little one who is “more.”
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Introduction

Greetings and welcome to Raising Your Spirited Baby. I’m so glad you have opened this book. I envision it as a gift for you—a guidebook for the first eighteen months of life with the little human sparkler who has come into your home. The one who is bright, delightful, but a bit challenging when not handled carefully. Whether your baby is an off-the-charts, all-the-time spirited baby (which you’ll read about in the coming chapters) or a less intense version, I’m here to give you a new approach to life with your baby.

By the way, I’m Dr. Mary, a licensed parent and early childhood educator, researcher, bestselling author of the classic book Raising Your Spirited Child, collector of stories, and parent of one spunky and one spirited infant—both now grown-up, and prospering.

The idea of writing a spirited-baby book came to me years ago, after surviving my own spirited infant’s first eighteen months, but I failed to write it. First, because I was too blown away to accomplish such a task. Second, I was not certain if it truly was more challenging to raise an infant who is what I call normal but more. Perhaps the issue was me and my own lack of skills. Despite my holding graduate degrees in child development and parent education and actively teaching classes for parents, my son’s lack of sleep and frequent bouts of shrieking left me bewildered and exhausted—for months on end. I questioned myself when strategies that seemed to have worked for everyone else failed in my house. This was not how it was supposed to be. The experience was so humbling I even considered quitting my job as a parent educator.

Fortunately, I continued teaching, with a focus on parents and educators of infants, toddlers, preschoolers, and school-age children. When my classes on spirited children touched a nerve and word spread, I added author to my résumé, writing Raising Your Spirited Child, and later Raising Your Spirited Child Workbook; Kids, Parents, and Power Struggles; and Sleepless in America. Still I did not go back to the baby book. I conducted workshops and keynoted conferences nationally and internationally. I created a private consultation business providing guidance for families across the world, yet the idea for the spirited-baby book sat frozen in the back of my mind.

Over the years, though, I kept hearing from families who struggled in these early months. No matter what their circumstances, they were exhausted by endless nights of sleep deprivation, frustrated that recommended strategies were not working, and demoralized by the sense that they were doing something wrong. I finally accepted that my experience had not been unique. These babies truly were more intense, confusing, yet amazing little ones, and they did require greater skill from their parents. Yet accepted parenting practices simply did not address their needs. It was time to find a better way.

I began a fervent quest to understand several underlying questions: What made these babies spirited? Did the same factors that influenced older children’s behavior also apply to infants? What was life like for their parents? And most important, what did both the babies and the parents need to thrive?

In my quest for knowledge, I returned to graduate school to complete a doctorate in education. In the process I reviewed the latest research on temperament, parent-infant interaction, neuroscience, self-regulation, attachment, child development, and sleep. I identified parents of spirited babies at pediatric clinics by asking them to complete a temperament survey describing the characteristics of their babies. I then interviewed parents of the spirited babies, asking them to describe their thoughts and feelings when their baby cried or did not sleep; how their baby was similar to or different from others they knew; and how life with their baby had affected their adult relationships. Eager to share their stories, they described feelings of shock at how challenging it was to be the parent of this baby, intertwined with a sense of awe for the powerful spirit that lay within their child. The parents’ tales of successes and joys mixed with those of confusion, doubts, and disappointments. I listened for common themes as well as the gems of insights not previously mentioned in the research.

Following the interviews, each parent kept a journal for one week recording their baby’s sleep, wake, and crying behaviors and their own emotions and thoughts in response to those behaviors. The parents’ written insights both reinforced the themes I had identified and presented new concepts I had previously missed. My goal was to dig deep into their feelings, beliefs, thoughts, and actions to understand their experience, how they made sense of life with a spirited baby, and the meaning they attributed to it.

My data was extensive, but my sample small, so I did not stop there. I expanded my research and knowledge from multiple angles over the years by conducting hundreds of additional interviews with parents. Then I turned to other leading professionals in the field to learn from them. I took the information and the effective strategies that I had gathered and tested them in my classes for parents of spirited infants and in private consultations. Together we hashed over the information, applied it in real home settings, tossed what was not helpful, and collected the strategies that truly worked for spirited infants, parents, and caregivers.

Fifteen years in the making, the result of these efforts is the Spirited Baby Method and this book. To flourish, spirited babies need the Spirited Baby Method, which addresses their inborn temperament and highly sensitive arousal systems. It presents an attentive, responsive approach to parenting that is attuned to each baby’s unique needs as well as the needs of the whole family. But another exciting discovery is that the effectiveness of this methodology is not limited to spirited babies. Every parent of an infant experiences spirited-baby moments. Any parent can benefit from this book, which helps them not only understand and care for their baby but also care for themselves, including their relationships, which are profoundly changed by life with a baby.

As you read Raising Your Spirited Baby, you’ll realize how having effective strategies in hand can calm you and energize you, allowing you to see, hear, and understand your baby’s needs. You’ll gain a newfound appreciation for your baby’s intensity, tenacity, and perceptiveness, and for the gifts they can be.

The stories included are amalgamations of tales shared and honest emotions expressed. Details have been slightly altered to protect the privacy of the families. Yet each story holds its own truth.

Through these stories you will find I am honest about the difficulty of the journey with a spirited baby. But you will also see I bring you hope—a vision of how rewarding and life-changing this experience can be once the challenging behaviors and mystifying responses of these loud, bright, passionate babies are understood.

I will be the first to admit, the Spirited Baby Method is not a magical quick fix. (That does not exist—I looked for it.) It is a process that requires time, practice, and gentle nudges. But it does work—it does lay out a pathway to less stress and more ease and joy for everyone.

I encourage you to keep this book on your bedside table, reading it first for the overarching insights and principles that will reassure you from the start, and then as an easy-to-turn-to guide in the middle of the night when nothing you are doing seems to be working. It is designed to offer you concrete steps when it feels like you are stumbling and a hand to hold when needed.

Be assured, my own experience makes me a fierce warrior protecting and advocating for spirited infants and their parents—no parent shaming or blaming lies within this book cover! Nor any crushing pressure to force these babies to fit standard practices. These babies are different, they are challenging, and, with the responsive care they require, they fully become the loving, rewarding, creative little ones we cherish. I have seen it. I have lived it. Come along, we’ll walk forward together.




Chapter 1

Welcome to More . . . Spirit, Crying, Fussing, Giggling, Guilt, and Struggles to Sleep

The Joys and Challenges of Raising a Highly Alert, Intense, Spirited Baby

“My daughter entered life like a warm and gentle shower. My son began his life like a raging thunderstorm.”

—John, father of two

If at your childbirth class reunion you found yourself holding your baby in the back of the room, dipping into deep knee bends in the hope of preventing him from becoming a roaring lion while every other baby laid oh-so-placidly on the floor, you are likely the parent of a spirited baby. Spirited infants are the outliers—the exceptions to the rules, the extraordinary ones. As we will see, spirited infants are normal but somehow . . . more.

When you hear other parents extol how easily their babies sleep and feed, you cannot help thinking they are lying. Getting your baby to sleep is a wrestling match, requiring forty-five minutes of bouncing, singing, shushing, and swaying, only to have your bundle of joy wake minutes later. You want to scream, “This is NOT the baby I expected.”

Yet there is something about this child that delights you, draws you to her, and wraps around your heart. You sense her intensity—a spirit so palpable that the delivery room nurses commented about it and wished you luck. The power of her gaze is irresistible. Even strangers remark about how alert she is. You love her so much but . . .

You are probably exhausted, likely to have gone longer without sleep than a Navy SEAL in training! You are certainly weary of hearing success stories that seem so foreign to you and unattainable. Do babies really just fall asleep anywhere? Do they really take to new foods, people, and places with ease? Do they really remain calm while riding in their car seat or while tucked into a stroller in the middle of a busy restaurant or store?

If you have another child, a non-spirited one, you know the answer to these questions is a resounding yes. But now, since your spirited one has arrived, you may have lost your confidence. You may find yourself questioning your abilities as a parent and possibly crying every day. If this is your first child, you may wonder why it feels like you are failing when you are trying so hard.

I am here to tell you: You’re not failing at anything! Your actions do not make your baby spirited. You are not doing something wrong. You are not lacking some magical touch that other parents seem to have.





I am here to tell you: You’re not failing at anything! Your actions do not make your baby spirited. You are not doing something wrong.




Nor are you alone. Worldwide it is estimated that spirited infants make up 20 to 25 percent of all full-term babies. That is one million babies born every year in the United States alone. You are not the only one with a baby who sends your partner to the couch, leaving you alone to cry. You are not the only one whose dream baby was dropped off at your best friend’s house and instead you were given this special little one—a purely delightful package, but oh so exhausting. You are not the only one to find yourself panting, and at times gasping, to catch your breath.

Spirited infants arrive in this world genetically wired to be highly alert and intense. It is not your imagination that your baby’s shrieks are more piercing or that you are working harder. Raising a spirited baby does take more time, skill, and perseverance—and, I would say, more knowledge—and yet almost no one talks about it.





Every year 20 to 25 percent of all babies born are spirited. . . . Spirited infants arrive in this world genetically wired to be highly alert and intense.




YOUR BABY’S INNATE AROUSAL SYSTEM

It is easy to think the problem is you. But it’s not. It’s all about biology. Spirited infants who can rocket from quiet and calm to red-faced and screaming in seconds are genetically wired with a more reactive arousal system.

The arousal system is the body’s built-in wiring that regulates our fight, flight, or freeze response, energy levels, sleep cycles, digestion, heart rate, breathing, and attention. Like a command center, it lies within our brains, scanning our environment and absorbing everything that is going on around us. When our arousal system perceives anything new or different—any change, any surprise—it sends a signal to the body’s biological systems: Pay attention! Be on alert for potential danger.

When a possible threat is detected, the control center calls for a burst of energy, speed, and strength, telling us, Gear up! Be ready to fight, flee, or freeze! It then accelerates the heart, pulse, and breathing rates, increases blood flow to our muscles, and shifts our focus to the threat at hand. If the information is unimportant and can be ignored, our biological systems are directed to idle in a balanced, quiet state. This ability to accelerate or slow our biological reactions according to the needs of the situation is called self-regulation.

Your baby’s spirited arousal system is apparent when:

[image: image]Your baby bursts into tears while another baby in the same situation sleeps soundly.

[image: image]The strategies your friends swear by do not work with your baby.

[image: image]It is nearly impossible to lay your baby down because the moment you lean forward, she startles herself awake.

[image: image]At ten months old your baby is “emptying” the dishwasher, finding his own snack in the pantry, and already refusing to take no for an answer.

[image: image]The upsets and shrieking come out of seemingly nowhere and take forever to subside.

The arousal system of these babies is set to trigger faster and calm more slowly. At any given moment, a spirited baby, compared to an “easy” baby, is in a state of heightened awareness and reactivity.

While everyone has an arousal system—babies, children, and adults alike—there are stark individual differences in how our systems are calibrated. We vary widely in the amount of information it takes to trip our control center’s threat response and how swiftly our biological systems jump into action. Think solid Subaru versus high-strung Lamborghini. (Both are great cars, just different.)

To see these differences in action, meet Hannah and Jordan.

TJ and Meg were dining at a restaurant with their three-month-old twins. Hannah and Jordan lay contentedly in their infant seats until a waiter accidently dropped a tray, sending glasses and dishes crashing to the floor. Hannah gazed toward the noise, casually searching for the source. Jordan erupted in a fire-engine wail. His body flailed, nearly flipping him out of his carrier. TJ immediately picked Jordan up to calm him, but he continued to shriek, forcing TJ to abandon his food and dart for the door to help Jordan settle down. Despite the ruckus, Hannah fell asleep.

Same place, same parents, same ages, so why such different responses? At three months of age, Hannah and Jordan’s polarized reactions are not learned, but reflect the differences in their genetic wiring. Hannah, who merely gazed about the room after the dishes crashed, was born with a low-key arousal system. It requires a formidable amount of stimulation to activate her system. When a source of stimulation does become overwhelming, she is able to withdraw her attention and switch to sleep. Jordan, on the other hand, arrived with a highly reactive, spirited arousal system. A mere click of the car seat buckle can trigger a response, much less the explosive sounds of breaking glass. Once upset, Jordan remains upset longer as well.

If we had a monitor to measure their responses, we would see that Jordan’s heart and pulse rates were racing in comparison to Hannah’s slow, steady beats. His pupils would be dilated wider, his vocal cords tighter, and his stress hormone levels elevated higher. On any given day Hannah’s arousal system may not even become physiologically elevated by stimulation that overwhelms Jordan. Jordan experiences every sensation to a degree that is bigger, louder, higher, faster, hotter, and more penetrating. His keen attentiveness is an asset that can lead him to excel, but it also means that Jordan requires greater sensitivity, courage, and support from his caregivers. This is especially true in his early months and years as he develops the skills to manage his arousal system and settle at the level of arousal that fits the situation.

Spirited infants are defined by their highly reactive arousal systems. That is why spirited babies, unlike their low-key counterparts, need extra amounts of attention, touch, and assistance to calm themselves.

Through our support, spirited babies are given the opportunity to rehearse and practice the process of regulating.





Spirited infants are defined by their highly reactive arousal systems. That is why spirited babies, unlike their low-key counterparts, need extra amounts of attention, touch, and assistance to calm themselves.




THE SENSITIVE, RESPONSIVENESS APPROACH TO THE SPIRITED BABY

Understanding the arousal system helps explain why the right response for the spirited baby often runs contrary to traditionally recommended practices, especially those that encourage ignoring a baby’s crying or not responding quickly. Rather than creating a “bad habit,” our warm responses change the wiring of their brains. New neural connections form. The babies gradually gain the strength and finesse to smoothly downshift and accelerate their finely tuned engines as needed. Working with their arousal system instead of against it changes everything.

TYPICALLY, BABIES WITH every kind of genetic makeup are lumped together in the advice from the doctors, psychologists, and parenting experts who say:

“This is how to get your child to nap.”

“This is how to deal with crying.”

“This is how you get your baby to sleep at night.”

However, their caveat—their truth in advertising—is the little phrase you’ll find tucked into the introductions to their books or talks:

“THIS DOES NOT WORK FOR EVERY BABY.”

No explanation is offered, and no effective alternative strategies are provided. Yet, as far back as the second century, Galen, a Greek physician, surgeon, and philosopher, argued, “Children differ from one another from the earliest days.” These differences cannot be discounted. One size does not fit all.

Unlike experts and methods that ignore, minimize, or even disparage the unique needs and gifts of spirited babies, Raising Your Spirited Baby addresses them head-on with a new set of principles:


	Awareness and sensitivity to the baby’s cues—whenever possible “catching” and calming the baby before the arousal system accelerates to an overload level.

	Immediate responsiveness to the baby—providing what this baby needs in ways that calm and comfort the baby and the parents.

	Support and caring for everyone—baby, parents, the whole family.

	And gradually bringing the baby into the family’s system—using simple, sensitive techniques to meet the baby’s needs while simultaneously gently nudging the baby into the rhythm and routine of the family.



These are the hallmarks of the Spirited Baby Method—a clear, shame-free, guilt-free approach for parents of babies from birth to eighteen months of age.

IS THIS BOOK REALLY FOR ME?

While not every baby is spirited, many babies will have some spirited qualities and every parent experiences spirited baby moments. To help you see how you’re managing and handling the stress, the Parent Self-Assessment is a quick shortcut. If you score 8 and above, be assured that you are among friends and you’ll get the help and support you need. If your score is lower, you belong here, too! All the insights and practices in this book will help you be the sensitive, responsive parent you want to be while supporting you on your parenting journey.

Parent Self-Assessment

Mark one box [image: image] per question.


	Manageability: How often do you feel your baby is more difficult to manage than other babies?
[image: image]


	Crying: How often does your baby’s crying cause you stress?
[image: image]


	Support: How often do you feel alone and unsupported?
[image: image]


	Sleep: How often does your baby’s lack of sleep cause you stress?
[image: image]


	Feeding: How often does feeding your baby cause you stress?
[image: image]




Your score _________

5–7 Low stress

8–16 Moderate stress

17–25 High stress

WHAT IS TYPICAL SPIRITED AND WHEN SHOULD I WORRY?

The Parent Self-Assessment not only shows you where the stresses are but also gives you a window into what’s typical. The reactions and behaviors of spirited babies all fall squarely within the range of normal human behavior. Being spirited—as a baby, child, or adult—is not a disorder. All answers to this assessment are typical and all situations have solutions.

Yet, spirited babies can react with such intensity you may fear something is wrong, especially when you compare your child with babies who are not spirited. Many parents of spirited babies worry that their child is not only different but perhaps facing psychological or medical issues. If you have concerns, such as your baby not gaining weight at the expected rate, demonstrating delays in reaching developmental milestones, failing to make eye contact, or not responding to your voice and actions, you will want to consult with your pediatrician.

If your child does have any types of delays or differences—which are separate from your baby’s arousal system—the approach to parenting in Raising Your Spirited Baby will still put you on a wonderful path to supporting your child, yourself, and your family. But additional therapeutic aid may be needed to address the concerns that are outside typical behaviors or responses.

The vast majority of spirited infants, though, are not more likely to have early signs of autism, ADHD, or other challenges that keep parents up at night. When given the sensitive and responsive care they need, spirited babies will develop normally, happily, and according to the expected milestones. In fact, they often excel.

THE SPIRITED BABY METHOD

Four central questions anchor the framework for the Spirited Baby Method:


	What is my baby telling me? This question is all about listening to your baby and addresses: What is my baby showing me about his present level of arousal? What comforts him? How does he communicate his needs? How intense, sensitive, alert, and active is my baby compared with others? What do I learn when I listen to my baby?

	What do I need to stay calm—so I can calm my baby? This question is all about listening to oneself and addresses: What messages am I hearing? Do they calm me or cause me stress? How do they make me feel and how can I reframe them? How can I feel more empowered and confident? How can I build my support team so I do not have to do this alone?

	How can I meet my basic needs now? This question gets to the basic foundations each parent and family needs. It addresses: How do I bring predictability into my day when my baby is so unpredictable? How do I make certain I eat and sleep? How, if I am parenting with a partner, do we keep that partnership strong?

	What is the Gentle NUDGE to success? This question focuses on what actions parents can take to gradually strengthen their baby’s self-regulation skills, without ever pushing the infant to a point of distress as cry-it-out methods do. It asks parents to identify and break into teeny, tiny steps the skills their baby needs to develop, and focuses on gently practicing those skills. The Gentle NUDGE acronym helps parents remember the steps.




	Note what your baby can do now.

	Understand your ultimate goal.

	Determine the teeny, tiny steps to reach the goal.

	Gently practice.

	Ease back your support as your baby becomes more proficient.



Together, these four questions create the framework of the Spirited Baby Method, an approach that wraps its arms around both parent and baby as it addresses the key issues of naps, nighttime sleep, feeding, and going out with this little dynamo.

KEEP A JOURNAL TO CELEBRATE SUCCESS AND RECORD PROGRESS

As you learn about and implement the Spirited Baby Method, I am going to encourage you to keep a journal, whether it’s a physical notebook or your favorite app. In it you can record your own feelings, trials, and successes as well as your growing insights about your baby. As the chapters unfold, you’ll be guided to collect the most effective calming strategies for you and your baby and to track your baby’s unique cues, behaviors, and milestones around naps, nighttime sleeping, feedings, and outings. I’ll offer prompts throughout the book and reflection questions at the end of every chapter to assist you.

Then on those days when you feel like you are failing, you can look back and see the progress you and your baby are making. There, right in front of you, will be concrete examples of how your baby is learning and growing and becoming part of your family.

MOVING FORWARD WITH CONFIDENCE AND HOPE

When you live with a spirited baby, the challenges are real and the potential unlimited. While there is no fairy-tale magic to make this journey easy, there is a path with proven strategies to make it better—much better. Perhaps, most important, there is a vision of hope to inspire you, as veteran parents share their tales of their spirited babies and how they learned to survive and thrive. Yes, the one with the piercing cry really can grow up to be the soloist at her high school spring concert.

So, grab your water bottle, put on your trail running shoes, and let’s go.

CHEAT SHEET: WELCOME TO THE JOYS AND STRUGGLES WHEN YOUR BABY IS MORE


	Remember, you are not failing at anything. You did not make your baby spirited. You are not doing something wrong. Spirited babies arrive in this world wired to be spirited. It is part of their genetic makeup.

	Remind yourself of your baby’s innate arousal system, which needs extra support to slow down. When you provide that support, you ensure that rather than creating a bad habit, your baby will excel.

	Recognize your “outsider” feelings—and that you’re not alone! Worldwide it is estimated that spirited infants make up 20 to 25 percent of all full-term babies. That is one million infants born every year in the United States alone.

	Take the Parent Self-Assessment to check your stress levels and challenges. Whether your baby is full-on spirited or somewhere else on the arousal scale, being aware of and sensitive to your own needs will help you meet your baby’s.



REFLECTION QUESTIONS FOR YOUR JOURNAL


	How are you feeling right now? Take a few minutes to write down your biggest worries, hopes, and dreams. You don’t need to make any changes right now, just let yourself take a breath and know that helping hands are here for you.

	What is one thing (or more!) you find challenging about your baby’s behavior?

	What is one thing (or more!) you love about your baby?






Part One

The Spirited Baby Method




Chapter 2

What Is My Baby Telling Me?

Tuning In to Our Infants’ Unique Needs and Temperaments

“Allow yourself to fall in love with your baby’s huge personality. Do not crush it. Instead learn to manage it. When you do, wonderful things happen.”

—Patti, mother of three

Like a race car engine—high-tech, sensitive to the touch, and powerful—the arousal system of the spirited infant is challenging to brake without skidding out of control. Helping your baby manage that powerful engine is critical to his well-being. But how do you calm your baby’s arousal system when his responses are so confounding? A mere bump in the road, a sneeze, or literally anything can put your baby’s arousal system into overdrive.

Fortunately, there is a pattern to your baby’s responses that you can learn to see and predict. This pattern is called temperament. Like our arousal systems and our preferences for extroversion or introversion, temperament is biologically determined. It significantly influences how an infant responds to the world.

WHAT IS TEMPERAMENT?

As physicians and researchers, Stella Chess and Alexander Thomas were fascinated by the differences in their own biological and adopted children. In 1956 they began a decades-long and now famous longitudinal study looking at individual differences in children. Along with other researchers, they identified nine traits that we still use today to describe temperament. More recently, researcher Mary Rothbart has defined temperament as “constitutional differences in activity, reactivity, and self-regulation, which are genetically based but may be modified by experiences and later development.” While other theorists like to add their own variations to the definition, there’s a general consensus that temperament traits:


	are genetically based.

	appear early in life.

	can be observed in various settings.

	reflect individual differences in the energy of responses (low to high, mild to intense, slow to quick).

	are relatively stable over time but can be modified by different life situations and experiences.



That may sound a bit confusing, but the reality is that you see differences in temperament all around you on a daily basis. Have you noticed how babies vary widely in how loudly they cry or how alert they are? Those are temperamental differences in action. The same is true when every sound, smell, sight, or touch alerts one baby while another sleeps through it all. Reactions to new people differ from eager curiosity to shrieks of alarm. Activity levels range from quiet to constant motion. While some babies feed serenely, others are busily patting, grasping, and pinching while little legs pummel Mom or Dad’s belly. The cause of these differences is not a deep desire to make their parents crazy. The reason is a variation in temperament.

WHY UNDERSTANDING TEMPERAMENT MATTERS

Temperament traits help answer the question of why your baby responds to the world as she does. Suddenly, you are no longer caught off guard. You can predict what will upset your baby, how she will react, and in what situations she will be most vulnerable. When you understand your baby’s temperament traits, subtle as they may be at first, you can better anticipate and prepare for the situations that trigger her arousal system. You’re able to answer the essential question, “What is my baby telling me she needs?”





Temperament traits help answer the question of why your baby responds to the world as she does. . . . You can predict what will upset your baby, how she will respond, and in what situations she will be most vulnerable.




This newfound knowledge will exponentially increase your ability to select effective strategies to calm her. Your baby will let you know with smiles, contentment, and improved sleep that this is exactly what she needs. The sense of empowerment is a lifesaver if you, like so many parents I work with, have been feeling incapable, confused, and lost.

Kendis was one of those parents. Breastfeeding had been perplexing. Her friends made it look so easy. Their babies fed contentedly under any condition. But when Kendis attempted to follow their example, five-month-old Winn arched and wagged his head back and forth to scope out what was happening around him. Kendis struggled to keep him from wiggling out of her arms.

Winn settled to nurse only when Kendis cleared the couch of every toy left there by his three-year-old sister, Addy, and blocked his view of the surroundings by tucking him under a light blanket draped over her shoulder as she fed him. But Kendis’s friends questioned her tactics, insinuating she was too finicky. Even her mom was concerned she might smother Winn under the blanket, though it never covered his nose and mouth and he could easily bat it away.

Kendis listened to these voices around her and tried nursing again without clearing the clutter or using the blanket. But the day he painfully stretched her nipple in his quest to follow someone walking by she realized it was time to stop trying to follow their suggestions. They were not working!

Kendis contacted me and I had her complete a temperament profile for Winn. It confirmed how alert he was. Unlike her friend’s baby, who did not notice the buzzing housefly six feet away, Winn followed its every move. He noticed shadows, sunlight patterns on the floor, and even scrutinized Kendis’s face after she cut her hair. It was as though he was saying, Something is different. I have to figure this out.

The temperament profile explained what Kendis had intuitively known. Winn was more alert. The steps she had taken to declutter and help him calm before nursing were the fine-tuning strategies he needed. Without those changes in his environment, Winn was constantly overaroused. He was so aware and excited about his world that he would fail to eat sufficiently, push past his window for sleep, and end up in a frenzy. Buoyed by her new knowledge, Kendis found herself becoming clear and confident about what her baby was telling her. Over time, she could assuredly reply to the questioning of her friends and family, “This is working for us.”

Like Kendis, you can get a picture of your baby’s temperament so you can work with it to help your baby thrive.

YOUR BABY’S TEMPERAMENT PROFILE—GETTING A SNAPSHOT

Your responses to the Infant Temperament Profile that follows will give you immediate insights into your baby’s temperament. Each trait can be placed on a continuum from a mild to strong reaction.

Some traits are easier to identify than others, especially at the youngest ages. Shrieking cries make intensity a temperament trait recognizable from birth forward. Your baby’s cries may have made her a standout in the hospital nursery. Energy level, too, is often apparent early on, sometimes even in utero. Jessica, a mom in one of my groups, confided, “Jake wrestled around in the womb so fiercely we decided on the middle name Bernard, which means bear!”

No matter how tiny your newborn is or how “advanced” your skilled toddler, the signs of your baby’s temperament are there and will become more pronounced as your child matures and your relationship with each other deepens.

As you complete the temperament profile, keep in mind that there is no perfect profile. There are positive and negative aspects to all the temperament traits. There are spirited babies that score high on all the traits and others who are, miraculously, good sleepers but, when awake, are indeed in high gear. It’s the overall picture that matters.

Know, too, that often temperament is thought to be synonymous with personality. But it is not. Personality is a combination of temperament, life experiences, and skill development. I like to think of temperament as the core around which our personality forms. My own daughter was extremely cautious in new situations as a child. Exposure to new people, places, or foods could trigger her arousal system. Today, as an adult, she has hiked in Patagonia, sailed in Croatia, walked solo the El Camino trail through Europe, and loves backcountry skiing. Once when I asked her if she still felt uncomfortable in new situations, she said, “Yes,” but added, “I know what to do to make it better.”

Your actions influence how your baby’s temperament traits are expressed. Through your guidance and support your baby learns to celebrate who he is and develop the skills necessary to flourish. A picture of your baby’s temperament profile is a tool that allows you to understand your baby’s responses to the world and select strategies that fit his temperament.




Often temperament is thought to be synonymous with personality. But it is not. Personality is a combination of temperament, life experiences, and skill development. I like to think of temperament as the core around which our personality forms.




Infant Temperament Profile

As you review the traits, think about your baby’s typical, most natural reactions. What responses have you come to expect? Remember, there isn’t a “perfect” temperament. There are positive and negative aspects of all the temperament traits.

Mark one box [image: image] per question.


	Intensity: How strong are your baby’s emotional reactions?
[image: image]


	Sensitivity: How aware is your baby of slight noises, emotions, and differences in temperature, taste, and touch?
[image: image]


	Alertness: Do others remark about how alert he/she seems to be?
[image: image]


	Regularity: Are your baby’s eating, sleeping, and elimination times predictable?
[image: image]


	Activity Level: Is your baby always on the move and busy, or quiet and still? Does he/she seem to need movement?
[image: image]


	First Reaction: What is your baby’s first reaction to new people, activities, or places?
[image: image]


	Persistence: How easily can your baby be distracted or stopped?
[image: image]


	Adaptability: How easily does your baby transition from one activity, place, or person to another?
[image: image]


	Seriousness (Mood): How much of the time is your baby happy and content, compared with serious or fussy?
[image: image]




Scoring _________

9–18 Low-key baby

19–28 Spunky baby

29–45 Spirited baby

Now you have a profile of your baby’s temperament. Do not be surprised if you have a score of 1 or 2 mixed in














	Establish regular diaper check times during the day. I may not signal a soiled diaper.

	Be careful not to skip my naps; even though I may seem fine without them, I can become overtired.

	Take time to note my subtle hunger cues, so that a feeding is not missed.

	At the first sign of satiation, stop feeding me. I may not persist in signaling you, I’m full.

	When I do become upset, know that something is up. Potentially I’m ill.

	I may merely whimper when experiencing an ear infection or other illness. Notice my subtle cues.

	Provide me interaction and appropriate stimulation, as I may remain content in a “container” and not signal my needs.

	Be thoughtful about where you take me. I’m so adaptable you may not realize this situation is too noisy, crowded, or overstimulating for me.

	Invite me to take over feeding and dressing tasks. Otherwise I may be happy to allow you to do it for me long after I am capable of doing it myself.

	Celebrate the joy of caring for me.










	Pay attention to the things that upset me.

	When I’m upset hold me and help me calm.

	If I get upset in a crowd, please take me to a quiet place. I need a break.

	Give me time to shift from one thing to another.

	I like exercise time! Keep me safe by childproofing the environment.











	I like stimulation, but I also need you to help me take a break before I get overstimulated.

	I need quiet, serene spaces for feeding and sleeping.

	Touch calms me. That’s why I like to be held so much.

	My cues are more important than the clock. Please feed me and put me to sleep when I need it. In time, I can adapt to our family’s routine.

	I need to move. Childproof to keep me safe.

	When you rock, bounce, and sway me, you calm me.

	Give me time to warm up to a new situation.

	Don’t surprise me. Talk to me. Let me know what is going to happen and when you will be picking me up. Wait until I am looking at you.

	Move slowly. Rushing upsets me.

	Take care of yourself. I sync with your stress level.

	Let me “do” things when I ask. I may be small, but I am more capable than you may imagine.





























	Select a time your baby is rested, dry, fed, has had a good burp, and is feeling content. If another adult is available, ask them to video this exercise so you can review it again later.

	Take your baby into a dimly lit room. (In a brighter, busier room the baby’s ever-changing cues are more difficult to distinguish.)

	Turn off your phone so you are not distracted.

	Place your baby on a blanket on the floor.

	Sit down next to your baby, ready to detect every nuance of her body. Note how she turns to you, cooing and smiling. Go ahead, smile and converse with her. Watch her arms and legs smoothly cycling. If she reaches out to you, take her hand, let her hold your finger. If she is crawling, thank her for the toy she brings you. Stay tuned in, do not allow your attention to shift away from her. This is the green zone of calm energy.





	Note when your baby turns her gaze away from you, swinging her head to the side as though she has lost interest. She has not. This is a signal she is struggling to remain in a balanced calm state. This is the yellow zone of elevated arousal.





	Today, because you are learning about her cues, continue watching. (I feel guilty every time I do this, but the knowledge gleaned is invaluable. I ask the babies for forgiveness.) Do not try to regain your baby’s attention, nor calm her. Instead, observe how her movements change. Short, sharp, jerky kicks replace the smooth thrusts. She pulls up her knees. Then lets loose a wail. This is the red zone of overarousal.





















	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	


































































































































































































	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	



	
	















	Complete the Infant Temperament Profile for your baby. Assess and reassess your baby’s temperament. Some traits might become more pronounced as your baby reaches new developmental milestones.

	Identify your baby’s green, yellow, and red zone cues by using the Cues for the 3 Zones of Arousal chart. Find a quiet half hour and do the Baby-size Stress Test. When you recognize your baby’s green, yellow, and red zones of arousal, everything changes.

	Practice listening to what your baby is telling you. Focusing on the nine temperament traits helps you to identify your baby’s cues and decipher what she is telling you she needs.





	Which of the nine temperament traits are most apparent with my baby?

	What are the most visible cues that my baby is in the green zone? The yellow zone? The red zone?

	Are there certain messages my baby is sending me that I have sensed but have perhaps ignored, thinking that was the right thing to do?
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