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Greetings!


You promised me she would be an awesome adult and she is!

—Lydia, mother of two

Welcome to Raising Your Spirited Child. I’m Mary, your guide, licensed teacher of parents and children, fellow parent of spirited children, now all grown up. I am delighted to inform you that the information and strategies presented in Raising Your Spirited Child have soundly stood the test of time.

Sometimes as the parent of a spirited child you can feel like you are the only one. You are not. Thousands have gone before you. There is information that can make it better. Every day testimonials of parents’ successes utilizing this information are posted on the Raising Your Spirited Child Facebook Group page and drop into my e-mail box. It was Lydia who wrote, “You taught me to listen to my child. Now because she was listened to and respected she has tremendous confidence and understands herself so well. She recently graduated from college with a triple major. She has been faced with tremendous difficulties and dealt with all of them. I wish I had been parented as I parented her.”

In this third edition of Raising Your Spirited Child, new information and the latest research has been tucked into each chapter. Fresh tips are included for focusing on strengths, keeping your cool, diffusing the meltdowns, establishing clear limits, becoming a problem-solving family, reducing the frequency of conflicts with peers and siblings, and guidelines for selecting a school that “fits” your child.

“Bedtime and Night Waking” has also taken on an entirely new look. Years of working individually with families has helped me fine-tune the most helpful information to ensure that your family gets the sleep you need and deserve.

When I first sat down to write the original version of Raising Your Spirited Child, I was a mother of little ones, teaching classes for parents through the Minnesota Early Childhood Family Education Program. At the time, I was frustrated by the existing curriculums and secretly needed to talk with other parents who understood what it was like to live with a child who could scream for forty-five minutes because his toast had been cut in triangles when he was expecting rectangles. The kind of kid who would rather die than take no for an answer and could feel the seams in socks. The kind of kid the existing parenting books either failed to address or addressed in terribly negative terms—terms I wasn’t willing to accept.

I brought into those first spirited-child classes the latest research reports and studies of child development, communication, personality, temperament, and type. We hashed them over, tore them apart, and figured out ways to use them to help us get resistant little bodies dressed, fed, into bed, or through the grocery store with a little less hassle. By sharing our stories we allowed each other to peek into our homes, schools, and neighborhoods. We discovered similarities in the things we worried and sometimes yelled about. We shared the rules that prevailed in our families, the discipline techniques that worked and those that didn’t. We learned what each of us was doing to build a healthy relationship with our spirited child.

In this edition of Raising Your Spirited Child, the stories have expanded to include those from parents who have participated in my workshops, sought my advice in private consultations, or written to me to share their experiences. Like their predecessors, these parents were willing to share with you their questions, fears, favorite strategies, and horror stories. All the anecdotes are true, the ages accurate, but all the names, places, and descriptive details are those of a storyteller. People, I have found, don’t mind us looking in their windows as long as we don’t share their addresses.

But there’s one thing I didn’t change—the opening pages. All too often, you have told me, “As I read through the first few pages, I found myself crying. Although I logically expected other parents were raising children like my daughter, I had never run across any of them and was beginning to wonder if she was the only one. . . .” And so the beginning remains the same, an invitation for you to join fellow parents of spirited children in the wild, sometimes exasperating, joyous journey of raising a child who is normal but “more.”

I have to admit that those fellow parents constitute a much larger group than I ever expected. Never in my wildest dreams did I ever imagine that Raising Your Spirited Child would reach around the world. But that is what has happened. It’s been a friend to tote along and lay on the bedside table, or to download when there is a question to be answered, a strategy to be learned, and an optimistic vision needed.

I am awed every time I am asked how I could possibly know your children so well, when I’ve never met them, or if I have somehow managed to hide a video camera in your home. The reality is that I have simply listened to the stories and recognized the commonalities. It appears that while our cultures and countries are different, we are not alone, no matter where we live.

In fact, you have found one another. Twenty-four hours a day, members of the Raising Your Spirited Child Facebook Group are chatting with one another, sharing stories and offering one another support and helpful suggestions. You are visiting my website at http://www.parentchildhelp.com/ to let me know you are grateful for the book that “delivered the goods” or to schedule private consultations. You are stopping one another in stores, schools, and parks to say, “I’ve been there too and today she is amazing.” Spirited is not merely a term. It is a vision that draws us together to focus on our children’s strengths.

And finally you need to know that our motto for Raising Your Spirited Child remains the same:

Progress, Not Perfection

Being a parent, building a healthy relationship with a child is a never-ending process. There are good days and there are lousy days. With progress as our goal we don’t have to wait for an obscure finale. We can count every second of understanding gleaned, every power struggle fizzled, every hug held tight as a success. We can be kind to ourselves, rejoicing in moments of peace and hours of “parenting greatness,” even if the entire day is not perfection. We can forgive ourselves the times we huff in frustration or flare in anger, recognizing that although we cannot be abusive, we are human. Progress takes time. Changing attitudes, strengthening old skills and learning new ones doesn’t happen quickly. That’s why we need to count each tiny success. Fortunately those teeny, tiny successes are like wet, sticky snowflakes: they can snowball. Rolled together they build a happy, healthy relationship. And, we hope, one day, like so many others who have gone before you, you’ll be able to say, “I’ve come to believe that spirit is a wonderful gift.” Perhaps you will even recognize that you too are spirited!

So grab a cup of coffee, tea, or whatever you prefer and begin to discover the “secrets” of raising a child with “spirit.” Take what fits for you. Leave the rest. Only you can truly know what you and your child need. Just remember: progress, not perfection, is our goal.





PART ONE

Understanding Spirit
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1

Who Is the Spirited Child?


An opportunity to fall in love, fodder for frustration, source of anxiety, and an unending puzzle—this is my spirited child.

—Abby, mother of two

The word that distinguishes spirited children from other children is more. They are normal children who are more intense, persistent, sensitive, perceptive, and uncomfortable with change than other children. All children possess these characteristics, but spirited kids possess them with a depth and range not available to other children. Spirited kids are the Super Ball in a room full of rubber balls. Other kids bounce three feet off the ground. Every bounce for a spirited child hits the ceiling.

It’s difficult to describe what it is like to be the parent of a spirited child. The answer keeps changing; it depends on the day, even the moment. How does one describe the experience of sliding from joy to exasperation in seconds, ten times a day? How does one explain the “sense” at eight in the morning that this will be a good day or a dreadful one?

The good ones couldn’t be better. A warm snuggle and sloppy kiss awaken you. He captures you with his funny antics as he stands in front of the dog, a glob of peanut butter clinging to a butter knife hidden in the palm of his hand, and asks, “Is Grace a rotten sister?” The dog listens attentively. The hand moves just slightly up and down like a magical wand. The dog’s nose follows the scent appearing to nod in agreement. You can’t help laughing.

Profound statements roll from his mouth, much too mature and intellectual for a child his age. He remembers experiences you’ve long since forgotten and drags you to the window to watch the raindrops falling like diamonds from the sky. On the good days, being the parent of a spirited child is astounding, dumbfounding, wonderful, funny, interesting, and interspersed with moments of brilliance.

The dreadful days are another story. On those days, you’re not sure you can face another twenty-four hours with him. It’s hard to feel good as a parent when you can’t even get his socks on, when every word you’ve said to him has been a reprimand, when the innocent act of serving chicken instead of the expected tacos incites a riot, when you realize you’ve left more public places in a huff with your child in five years than most parents do in a lifetime.

You feel weary, drained, and much too old for this, even if you were only in your twenties when your child was born. It’s hard to love a child who keeps you up at night and embarrasses you in shopping centers.

On the bad days, being the parent of a spirited child is confusing, frustrating, taxing, challenging, and guilt-inducing. You may wonder if you are the only parent with a child like this, scared of what is to come in the teen years if you don’t figure out what to do now in the early years.

THE DISCOVERY OF SPIRIT

You might have known since pregnancy that this child was different from other kids, normal but different. She might have kicked so hard during pregnancy that you couldn’t sleep from six months on. Or it might not have been until birth, when the nurses in the nursery shook their heads in dismay and wished you luck. It could have been years later. At first you may have thought all kids were like this. Your “awakening” might have come with the birth of a second child—one who slept through the family gatherings instead of screaming and let you dress her in a frilly dress instead of ripping at the lace. Or it could have been the birth of your sister in-law’s child, the one who could be laid down anywhere and would promptly go to sleep. Your sister-in-law proudly beamed as though she had done something right, while your child continued to fume and fuss, causing all the eyes in the room to turn to you, silently accusing. “What’s wrong with yours?” Your intuition has fought the stares and the indictments brought against you, knowing, believing that this child was tougher to parent, but not quite sure if you were right, and if you were, you didn’t know why.

WHY “SPIRITED”?

You probably haven’t heard the term spirited children before. That’s because it’s mine. When my son, Joshua, was born, there weren’t any spirited-child classes or books. In fact, the only information I could find that described a child like him used words such as difficult, strong-willed, stubborn, mother killer, or Dennis the Menace. Yet I realized that Joshua was much like his father, a high-energy, sensitive, passionate, and prudent adult whom I love dearly. And so it was the “good” days that made me search for a better word to describe Josh. On those days I realized that this child who could drive me crazy possessed personality traits that were actually strengths when they were understood and well guided.

My Webster’s dictionary defines spirited as lively, creative, keen, eager, full of energy and courage, and having a strong assertive personality. Spirited—it feels good, sounds good, communicates the exciting potential of these children, and yet honestly captures the challenge faced by their parents. When we choose to see our children as spirited, we give them and ourselves hope. It pulls our focus to their strengths rather than their weaknesses, not as another label but as a tool for understanding.

The Characteristics

Each spirited child is unique, yet there exist distinct characteristics in which more is very apparent. Not every spirited child will possess all of the following five characteristics, but each will exhibit enough of them to make her stand out in the crowd.


1. INTENSITY: The loud, dramatic spirited children are the easiest to spot. They don’t cry; they shriek. They’re noisy when they play, when they laugh, and even when they take a shower, singing at the top of their lungs while the hot-water tank empties.

But quiet, intently observant children may also be spirited. They assess each situation before entering it as though developing a strategy for every move; their intensity is focused inward rather than outward.

No matter where their intensity is focused, the reactions of spirited children are always powerful. There is rarely a middle of the road. They never whimper; they wail. They can skip into a room, smiling and laughing, only to depart thirty seconds later inflamed. Their tantrums are raw and enduring.

2. PERSISTENCE: If an idea or an activity is important to them, spirited children can “lock” right in. They are committed to their task, goal-oriented, and are unwilling to give up. Getting them to change their minds is a major undertaking. They love to debate and are not afraid to assert themselves.

3. SENSITIVITY: Keenly aware, spirited kids quickly respond to the slightest noises, smells, lights, textures, or changes in mood. They are easily overwhelmed in crowds by the barrage of sensations. Getting them through a shopping center, long religious service, carnival, or family gathering without losing them to a fit of tears is a major achievement. Dressing can be a torture. A wayward string or a scratchy texture can render clothes intolerable.

Every sensation and emotion is absorbed by them, including your feelings. They’ll tell you that you are having a rotten day before you realize it yourself, and they’ll even scream and sulk for you.

4. PERCEPTIVENESS: Send them to their room to get dressed and they’ll never make it. Something along the way—perhaps a flash of light at the window—will catch their attention as they walk by, and they’ll forget about getting dressed. It can take ten minutes to get them from the house to the car. They notice everything—the latest oil spill, the white feather in the bird’s nest, and the dew in the spiderweb. They are often accused of not listening.

5. ADAPTABILITY: Spirited children are uncomfortable with change. They hate surprises and do not shift easily from one activity or idea to another. If they’re expecting hamburgers on the grill for dinner, heaven forbid if you come home and suggest going out to a restaurant. Even if it is their favorite restaurant, they’ll say, “No, I want hamburgers on the grill.”

Adapting to change, any change, is tough: ending a game in order to come to lunch, changing clothes for different seasons, sleeping at Grandma’s house instead of at home, getting into the car, and getting out of the car. All of these activities signal a struggle for slow-to-adapt spirited children.



WHILE EACH SPIRITED CHILD IS UNIQUE, most are more intense, persistent, sensitive, perceptive, and uncomfortable with change. Many, but not all, possess four additional “bonus” characteristics: aspects of their personality that can make being their parent even more challenging.


6. REGULARITY: Figuring out when they will sleep or eat is a daily puzzle for parents of spirited children who are irregular. It seems impossible to get them onto any kind of schedule. An eight-hour night of undisturbed sleep is a mere memory lingering in your mind from the days before their birth.

7. ENERGY: The tales of spirited kids I hear from parents are truly amazing, like that of the two-week-old baby who “crawled” the entire length of a queen-size bed and was about to land on the floor when his father found him. Or the toddler who opened the oven door and used it to crawl onto the counter and from there to the top of the refrigerator.

Not all spirited kids are climbers and leapers. But they do tend to be busy—fidgeting, taking things apart, exploring, and creating projects—from the time they wake up until they finally fall asleep. Although sometimes viewed as “wild,” their energy is usually focused and has a purpose.

It may surprise you that not all spirited children have a high energy level because for those who do, it is often the energy that first catches a parent’s attention, and that is why I have included it in the subtitle of this book. However, if you look more closely, it is usually the intensity of the motion or the persistence of it rather than the energy itself that is at issue.

8. FIRST REACTION: A quick withdrawal from anything new is typical of many spirited kids. Any unfamiliar idea, thing, place, or person may be met with a vehement “NO!” or a quick disappearance behind your leg or to another room. They need time to warm up before they’re ready to participate.

9. MOOD: The world is a serious place for some spirited kids. They’re analytical, meticulously reviewing experiences, finding the flaws, and making suggestions for change. Even if they scored three goals in a soccer game, they’ll focus on the one they missed. If they are excited about an event or pleased with a gift, you may not be aware of it, as their smiles are a rare treat.



THE BONUS CHARACTERISTICS ARE NOT COMMON to all spirited kids, but if your child possesses any of them, you will need to be even more enterprising. Not only are you living with a child who is more, but you’re also faced with the exhaustion of life with a child who is energetic, rarely falls easily into a predictable sleeping and eating schedule, expresses a strong resistance to new situations and things, and shares fewer rewarding smiles. Don’t despair. These too have their potential.

YOU’RE NOT ALONE

Being the parent of a spirited child can be lonely. Because they are more, much of the advice that works for raising other children is ineffective with spirited kids. To ignore your child’s tantrums is ridiculous. He can rage for an hour because you opened the door when he was expecting to do it himself. Send him to his room for a time-out and he is liable to tear it apart. There is no distracting him from something that he wants. Even if an item is off limits, he’ll climb over, under, or around the barriers to return to it. As a result you can feel crazy, wondering what you are doing wrong, chastising yourself for not “getting control,” and thinking that you are the only parent in the world with a child who acts this way.

Abby felt like that before she met other parents who understood what it was like to have a child who is more. Abby is one of the thousands of parents I have worked with in my family education classes. She smiled to herself as she told me about the first time she had seen the words spirited children. They had been written in big blue letters on the whiteboard at the entry to the family center where I was teaching. The one with a lobby filled by a big wooden jungle gym that begged to be climbed, a bouncy blue trampoline, and oversize red pillows.

On that first day she had rushed through the door with her three-year-old son, Owen, in tow. They were late for their class. She told me later that on that particular day they had been waylaid by a string in Owen’s sock that had turned the simple task of pulling on socks into a fifteen-minute ordeal, wherein she carefully removed all the loose strings and twisted the sock until it felt just right. That was followed by tears and screams because the tags in the collar of his sweater scratched his neck and the wristbands were too tight.

Now, two months later, her speculation has been confirmed—it does take more to parent the spirited child. But today she can appreciate Owen’s sensitivity, predict his “triggers,” and avoid the blowups. She has learned that managing spirit well takes understanding, skill, and patience, but it is possible. In fact, it can even be enjoyable.

Like Abby, I have found myself learning from other parents. Laughing with them and worrying with them too. I have appreciated their understanding of life with spirit and valued their support. Over the years I’ve saved my notes and journal entries, and now I have set for myself the task of capturing the information and techniques that can make living with spirit more rewarding and fun.

As we go along together, there are a few things I’d like you to remember. I’ve written them in the form of a credo. To me they are the essentials of living with and building a healthy, warm relationship with spirited children. I suggest you hang the credo on your refrigerator for the lousy days—the days when you feel like you are alone—and share it with a friend on the good ones.





A Credo for Parents of Spirited Children




1. You’re not alone. According to personality research, 15 to 20 percent of all children fit the description of the spirited child. That means that there are millions of parents who empathize with you and understand the challenges you face. Your child is not an oddity or a freak. You are not the world’s worst parent. You are not the only one. You are among friends.

2. You did not make your child spirited. There is a genetic factor to being spirited, but how one’s genes are expressed is significantly influenced by life events. You are but one of the many influences in your child’s life. Other parents, relatives, siblings, teachers, neighbors, friends, life experiences, and the world at large all play a part. You make a big difference, but not the only difference.

3. You are not powerless. There is information in this book to help you understand your spirited child. You can read it and use it. You can strengthen skills you already have and learn new ones. You can reduce the hassles and live peacefully with your spirited child—most days. Progress, not perfection, is our goal.

4. You have permission to take care of yourself. Your own need for sleep, quiet, uninterrupted adult conversation, lovemaking, a leisurely bath, a walk around the block, and time to complete your own projects is real and legitimate. It is not a sign of failure to ask a friend for help, to hire a sitter, or to allow relatives the opportunity to build a relationship with your child while you take a break. When you address your needs, you calm yourself, making it easier to calm your child.

5. You may celebrate and enjoy the delights of your spirited child. You can concentrate on strengths, appreciate her tender heart, and tickle your fancy with her wild stories and crazy creations. It is appropriate and right to tell her when she is good, instead of when she is bad, to teach her the right way to behave rather than to punish her for innocent errors. Your spirited child possesses personality traits that we value in adults. It is never too early to begin proclaiming her virtues.





WHEN SPIRITED CHILDREN GROW UP

As I have learned to focus on the strengths of spirited children, I have realized that I am surrounded by spirited children grown up. Adults I admire and enjoy: intense, dramatic people.

There are figures from history who I strongly suspect were spirited too. National Public Radio paid tribute to Thomas Edison. I remember chuckling to myself as I heard the announcer say, “Thomas Edison invented the phonograph, the electric lightbulb, the telegraph, and the motion picture camera and projector. He was a man who didn’t know when it was time to quit.”

I thought of his mother. I wondered how many meals had gone cold when he forgot to come home for dinner or how many times his dad had yelled at him to stop taking apart everything in the house. Today we enjoy his inventions when we relax in front of a movie or read a good book any time of the day. We celebrate his persistence, single-mindedness, perceptiveness, and drive.

Then there are the regular people, not those that we see in movies or hear about, but those we live with each day, like my husband who notices the little things in life and makes me laugh. Or my friend who has the energy to help me out even after taking care of all of her own responsibilities. And my niece who won’t give up on the Monopoly game, beating all of us, when the rest of us would have filed for bankruptcy three rounds back.

These are individuals who have learned to understand themselves, to manage their strengths, and to minimize their weaknesses. They are normal. They are more than normal. They are spirited.

SPIRITED OR A MEDICAL ISSUE

It can be frightening to have a child who is so strong and determined, and you may wonder if something else is going on. That’s why I am often asked the question, How do you know if your child is spirited or has a medical issue, such as attention deficit with or without hyperactivity, sensory integration issues, oppositional defiant disorder, pervasive developmental disorder, or other conditions?

What I have learned over the decades I have been working with spirited children and their families is that spirited behavior truly falls within the range of typical human behavior—more but normal.

By understanding spirit and using the information you will find in this book, you can teach your child the skills he needs to manage and use his spirit well. As a result, he will be able to focus on the task at hand and be successful at school. Approaching a group on the playground and playing with his peers will go smoothly. And when you ask him to wait his turn, get into the car, or dress himself, he will be able to comply without losing it—at least most of the time. Just like the other children you know, your spirited child, with your guidance, will ultimately be successful negotiating the activities and responsibilities of a regular day. Often, he will excel.

But a spirited child may also have a medical condition. For example, he may be spirited and have a processing disorder or developmental delay. Or, his behavior may reflect a medical condition rather than temperament. Temperament falls along a continuum. Move along that continuum and you begin to shift from “typical” spirited behavior into more extreme variations of those same traits that may reflect a developmental or neurological disorder.

So if you are teaching your child the skills to manage his spirit and giving him opportunities to practice them, yet he continues to struggle with focusing in school, entering a group of peers, or is losing it every time you make a simple request—trust your intuition. That leaden sense in your gut is telling you that the frequency, intensity, or duration of his behavior is different from that of other children you know—even the spirited ones.

Take the time to note and video the behaviors that concern you and then consult your pediatrician, local early childhood screening organization, or other professionals working with children. Their experience and perspective can help you to recognize if your child is spirited and has a medical condition, or if your child’s behavior reflects more than typical temperament issues and your child is indeed experiencing a medical problem.

Then seek the medical intervention that your child requires. Early diagnosis and treatment are critical, but even if your child is diagnosed with a medical condition, do not stop reading this book. In addition to therapeutic aids, it is equally important that you continue to teach your child the strategies he needs to express his feelings and needs respectfully, including the words and actions to manage his intensity and sensitivity, to cope with new situations, and to work with others. By doing so you provide him with both the treatment that he requires and the necessary information and training he needs to flourish in a positive way. So come along, let me bring you hope and tools for creating a family where spirit thrives.
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A Different Point of View

Building on the Strengths


When I was a little boy, they called me a liar, but now that I am grown up, they call me a writer.

—Isaac Bashevis Singer

I like to collect labels. Any kind of labels: the kind that stick to cans and the kind that stick to people. Today, I studied the label on a can of soup. It is brilliant red against a sharp white. Bright and cheery, it makes me feel happy. There are splashes of yellow that announce to me that this is “Chicken ALPHABET with vegetables SOUP.” It is interesting how they hide the vegetables, and highlight the alphabet. On the back side the label tells me the ingredients, and a stamp verifies that the U.S. government has inspected this soup.

The label tells me a lot. Even before I open it, I know what’s inside and that the government approves. Companies spend thousands, even millions, of dollars designing these labels to ensure that we find them enticing and desirable.

LOOKING AT OUR LABELS

The labels that stick to people are not always as captivating. They come in many shapes and forms, nicknames like “Grumpy” and “Whiner,” titles like “Lord Know It All” and “the Boss,” and tags like pokey and dreamer. Some are bright and colorful and make me feel good when I hear them, like scooter and love. Some, like nitpicky and crabby, are drab and dreary and taste sour when they cross my lips. Each highlights a distinctive quality, an identifiable characteristic. They tell me what’s inside of the person even if I’ve never met him. Unfortunately, these names are not presented in any particular order, so I never know when I hear crabby if it means the person is a little crabby or a lot crabby. There isn’t a government regulation either, so some names are true and some are not.

Spirited kids seem to beg for labels, and not very positive ones. All kids get called a few names, but spirited kids manage to garner an overabundance of awful, miserable, and poorly designed labels that seem to stick like a mosquito on the back of your neck, leaving welts on tender, smooth skin. It can happen in any family, just as it happened in Caroline’s.

“My husband says we should have named her Helen because she’s ‘hell’ on wheels!” Caroline laughed, as we listened to her three-year-old daughter, Hazel, “organize” her buddies in the sandbox. “But seriously, I never realized how easy it is to label her, and I’m beginning to see the impact it has on her. She’s the youngest, the surprise baby in our family. She is so different from the other two that we have always referred to her as ‘Wild Woman.’ Yesterday, my mother reprimanded her for jumping on the couch. Hazel excused herself by saying, ‘Grandma, it’s okay. I’m supposed to be the wild one.’”

Once a label is set, even if it isn’t accurate, we tend to act in ways that are consistent with that label. This seemingly magical leap from label into reality is called the Pygmalion Effect and has been well documented by researchers. The reality is that children learn who they are from others in their lives. Think about the spirited children you know. What words do you use to describe them? Do they sound like the million-dollar words created by advertising companies, words that can make you wish you could have even more children who are spirited? Are they the kind of descriptors that would make others envy you the opportunity of raising a spirited child? Labels that make you puff with pride, smile in appreciation, and chuckle with enjoyment? Positive words that focus on what’s right instead of what’s wrong?

Let’s be honest. It’s unlikely.

Most of us find ourselves facing an array of labels spoken and unspoken that affect how we think, feel, and act toward our spirited children. If we are going to build a healthy relationship with them, we must lay the labels out on the table, dissect them, and then redesign those that make us and our kids feel lousy—the ones that cloud our vision and hide the potential within.

THE TOPIC IS LABELS

The labels are different for each family. You’ll need to dissect and redesign your own, but let me allow you to join one of the spirited-child classes and hear a few of the labels other parents have composed. Believe me, you’re not the only parent ever to harbor a few dismal impressions of a spirited child.

The start of a spirited-child class is a rowdy event with fourteen parents and eighteen kids all arriving at the same time. It’s the commotion that strikes you first—a collage of sound. Happy sounds: squeals of excitement, laughter, and calls to moms and dads to “watch this” as agile little bodies leap from the top of the slide and bounce on the trampoline. Sounds of fear: cries of protests and declarations of “I won’t do it” as kids wrap their arms around their parents’ legs forcing the adults into a stiff-legged walk across the room.

The families spend the first minutes together and then separate. The children continue in their program while the parents move to a discussion group.

“Today the topic is labels,” I announce, giving each parent three index cards. I ask them to write on each one a word that describes their child on the “bad days.” A few immediately ask for more cards, insisting that three is not nearly enough. Everyone laughs. It feels good to know that other people might also entertain a few unpleasant thoughts.

Several parents instantly complete the cards. Others shift in their chairs, hesitating, their pens hovering. The thought of publicly admitting these horrible thoughts is almost unbearable. I assure them the cards will be passed to the front, shuffled, and redistributed. No one will have to “own” the label they write. They can be completely honest.

Once the cards are shuffled, I pass them back around the table, and each person takes one. Mike, a low-key and observant father of two—one spirited, one not—breaks the silence. “Argumentative,” he reads. “Oh yeah, my son Jayden will argue about anything. Yesterday he tried to convince me the sun wasn’t shining. I’m not blind; the sun was shining. ‘Look out the window,’ I told him. ‘The sun is shining.’ Do you know what Jayden’s answer was? ‘Well it isn’t in China.’”

The others laugh, remembering their own dead-end debates. As the laughter dies down, Jennifer flips a card over. “Never stops,” she announces.

Abby jumps in this time. “I’ve got four kids, and Bea keeps me on duty twenty-four hours a day. I’m on call from the minute she wakes up until she falls asleep. I’m beat. I need a break.”

“Me too,” Amanda agrees. “Elizabeth is two years old and I’m still waiting for her to sleep through the night. I never know when she’ll fall asleep and when she’ll be awake.” Then, sheepishly glancing around the group, she adds, “Sex. What’s that? I think I remember making love. I must have at least once.”

The others howl in delight.

“I can’t believe someone else wrote this, because I did too,” Sarah admits, flipping her card over. Aggressive was written in big bold letters.

“If it helps any,” Jacob offers, “I wrote explosive. The daily blastoffs are almost more than I can endure. I’m beginning to feel like a career astronaut.”

“Well, maybe my kid isn’t as bad as I thought,” chuckles Laura. “I get frustrated because she’s so picky. The pancakes have to be the same shade of brown on both sides. Her clothes have to feel right.”

The list grows.







	demanding

	      

	argumentative




	monster madman

	      

	stubborn




	destructive

	      

	picky




	defiant

	      

	noisy




	unpredictable

	      

	rude




	totally exhausting

	      

	whiny




	dictator

	      

	inflexible




	explosive

	      

	single-minded









It’s a shocking list, one that catches us all by surprise. Silence hangs in the room, the dreadfulness of the list stinging. Each is a label and describes something “inside.” When we hear these words, we are not enticed and definitely not filled with desire. Unconsciously we pull away, as though punched.

“Imagine,” I begin, keeping my voice low, “a child attempting to develop a healthy sense of self with words such as stubborn, explosive, and argumentative describing him. But it’s not only the children who are affected. It’s us, too. Let me show you what I mean.”

I direct each parent to say, “My child is . . .” and then read the list aloud to a partner. Glancing around the table, I notice Jennifer’s neck and face flushing ruby red. Swiping at the tears welling in her eyes, she turns to me shaking her head, and pleads, “I can’t do this.”

“It’s okay to pass,” I assure her. Suddenly a cacophony of voices explodes in the room around her, as the other parents read aloud each label. Then another voice catches. The room quiets. Shoulders droop as bodies slide down in the chairs. “What is happening inside of your body?” I ask.

“I feel nauseous,” Megan replies, holding her stomach.

Hand on her heart, Abby shudders. “My heart is racing.”

Lyssa fans her face, “I’m having a hot flash.”

Jennifer wipes another tear.

What the Labels Do to Us

The labels we use may seem like simple words, but they have the power to trigger our fight-or-flight response system. It is an unconscious physiological reaction in which our heart and pulse rates escalate, our breathing quickens, and blood rushes to our extremities—all in preparation to fight or flee. I call this state the “red zone.”

In the red zone, we experience tunnel vision. Totally attuned to the potential threat, we lose our ability to think, to solve problems, to hear the voices of others, or to look them in the eye. These reactions make it impossible to empathize with our children. When in this state, we even perceive neutral faces as angry and rejecting. We deem innocent acts intentional and spiteful. Instead of drawing us toward our children to offer comfort and care, the negative labels program our brains to be ready for “battle.”

Like a swirling hurricane, negativity is devastating to relationships. It is so powerful that psychologist John Gottman found when listening to couples’ conversations that if there was a ratio of 2.9 negative statements for every positive statement, he could predict that they were on the road to divorce. On the other hand, couples with healthy relationships had a ratio of only one negative comment for every five positive statements.

Starting today, you can choose to stop using words that project a negative image of your child. It really is not that far a leap from picky to selective or even from obnoxious to dramatic. By changing your vocabulary, you can alter how you and others perceive your child. You can create a new image that feels good, looks good, and meets socially approved standards. Doing so will benefit your child and you as well. It will literally change the physiological responses of your body and brain because negative labels can trigger a flight-or-fight response of fear in the nervous system (which is why the parents who read aloud the labels for their children had strong physical reactions). Using the new language will calm your system and help you feel confident and competent, even on the bad days.

Redesigning the Labels

Grab a piece of paper and on the left side of your sheet, write down all the words that you can think of that describe the crazy, obnoxious things your spirited child does. Be certain to include the worst ones—the ones you believe to have the least possibility of possessing any redeeming qualities. Include on your list words that you’ve heard relatives, friends, and teachers use to describe your child that made you flare up in anger or shrink in embarrassment. Squeeze them all out.

Now take a deep breath, relax your shoulders, wiggle your toes, and take a look at some of your favorite photographs of your spirited child. Glance at the ones on your computer or phone, the ones in frames—or pull from your memory your favorite images. Focus on those that include the snappy eyes, infectious grin, agile body, or crazy “personal style” outfit. Hold on to that image in your mind as you look at the list of lousy labels. It will help you to discover the hidden potential in each of the words.

If you look closely at the list, you’ll see that the lousy labels often reflect strengths that are being overused. Find that strength and name it. For example, with a little direction and skill training, stubbornness can be transformed into persistence—the number one predictor of future success. Hyper, when focused, may be energetic. The possibilities are endless.

Your list may look like the one we created in our group.








	Old Negative Labels
	      

	New Exciting Labels



	demanding
	      

	holds high standards



	monster madman
	      

	creative



	destructive
	      

	passionately curious



	defiant
	      

	principled



	unpredictable
	      

	flexible



	whiny
	      

	expressive



	rude
	      

	honest



	explosive
	      

	passionate



	argumentative
	      

	future attorney



	stubborn
	      

	committed to goals



	picky
	      

	selective



	dictator
	      

	strong



	single-minded
	      

	focused



	inflexible
	      

	traditional



	totally exhausting
	      

	energetic



	loud
	      

	zestful










“My child is . . .” I invite the group to read aloud with me the new exciting label list. Voices join in. Smiles spread. A sigh of relief punctuates the last word. “How do you feel now?” I inquire.

“Hope,” Mike declares. “It’s exciting to see the potential.”

Abby releases a long, deep breath. “Calm.”

Jennifer smiles. “Much better.”

When we hold a positive vision, it changes our response. Heart rate and pulse rate slow, allowing us to listen to the voices of others, think, solve problems, and even maintain a sense of humor. The brain tells the body, We are safe. This is someone we love and who loves us. The result is that we smile more. We offer more information. Our patience grows and we even give our kids a break. Neutral faces and acts are perceived as just that—neutral. They are no longer misconstrued as a potential threat or intentional goad.

In fact, developmental psychologist J. J. Goodnow found in her research that parents whose children were very socially competent did not see their children’s occasional social “tussles” as signs of aggressiveness. Instead, the missteps were attributed to something more temporary, for example, a high-energy child having played for too long. As a result, rather than getting angry with their children, they simply made a mental note to help them avoid getting into trouble in the future by pointing out when to call it quits. That optimistic perspective kept parent and child working together.

You can teach yourself to use your new labels when you talk about your kids and when you discipline them. To the five-year-old who is refusing to wear the new outfit Grandma sent, you can say, “You do have a strong sense of style.” And to the eight-year-old who refuses to go to bed until she has finished the last chapter in her book, “You are persistent and committed to your goals.”

I realize you might be thinking, Isn’t this child just “getting her way”? Let me emphasize that this is the beginning of the conversation—not the ending. Ultimately, you will teach your child the skills to be flexible and to be a creative problem solver. But for those lessons to be heard and processed, your child has to be calm. That won’t be the case if you are upset, thinking she is being stubborn or difficult.

The feelings and images the new labels create are totally different from those created by the lousy labels. It feels good to be the parent of a child who is assertive, committed, selective, dramatic, analytical, enthusiastic, and charismatic. These words may even describe the child you dreamed of having.

Discipline begins by “drawing your child to you.” Visualizing her strengths moves you calmly and empathetically toward her. When you can see before you your passionate, smart, curious child who is struggling right now, it’s easier to remind yourself that she can learn skills to make it better. Sensing in your approach someone who loves her, and with whom she is safe, she will turn to you, opening to your guidance and calm enough to hear it.

Getting Past the Barriers

Abby sighs deeply, sinking lower into her chair as she confesses, “I really try. Honestly, I don’t wake up planning to call him a ‘little jerk.’ But some days it’s so tough.”

It’s easy to fall into the trap of labeling kids. Even if you tend to be an incredibly positive person, you might have gotten yourself caught in a whirlpool of negative labeling when it comes to dealing with your child. You may not even be certain how it happened. When you are the parent of a spirited child, emotions can be raw and real, feelings like:


FEAR: “Some days I can’t help thinking, ‘He’s just like my brother.’ My brother is not doing well in life.”

EXHAUSTION: “Every day I think, ‘How long before he drives me nuts?’ I tell myself I can hold on for another thirty minutes until my husband gets home, but then he calls and tells me he is going to be late!”

INCOMPETENCE: “On the days when I am absolutely overwhelmed, my wife says, ‘Call your mother. She raised six kids. Ask Jenna how she did it.’ All I can say is, I don’t know how Jenna did it, but she cried a lot.”

SHAME: “I wonder if I’m doing something wrong. I see a lot of me in him—my bad points. I’m impatient and stubborn and so is he. My parents let me know in no uncertain terms that ‘good kids’ were not impatient and stubborn. It sets me off when he acts that way.”



Like an elephant sitting on your chest, these emotions can crush your best intentions. It does not have to be that way. It really is possible to eject the “beast” from the room. Fears can be quieted once you realize spirited children can excel beyond their peers. Energy replaces exhaustion when self-care is recognized as an essential and noble cause. Efficiency and confidence eradicate incompetence if you have a tool kit of effective strategies in hand. Celebration eclipses shame as you gaze into the mirror recognizing you too are spirited. You are normal. You are more.

Keep reading. I’ll provide you with the inside info to show the beast the door.

Good Labels Are Contagious

The exciting thing about changing the vocabulary we use to describe our spirited children is that it is contagious. That’s what Erica discovered.

“It was amazing!” she exclaimed. “When I used positive words to describe Silas, so did my relatives and his teacher. If someone complained, ‘Silas is awfully loud,’ I would respond, ‘He is dramatic, isn’t he? Let’s get him outside where we can appreciate that more.’ They’d be taken aback, but after a few minutes they would agree he really can be spectacular. After I’d done it a few times, I overheard my mother say, ‘Silas, your dramatic side is coming out again. Let’s turn on some music and dance together.’ Even at school when his teacher told me he was stubborn, I nodded in agreement but said, ‘We find him to be very tenacious at home too.’ ‘I never thought of it in that light,’ the teacher responded. ‘I guess it isn’t all that bad, is it?’ It really changed the way she saw him. It’s contagious!”

Jason nodded in agreement. “The labels really made a difference for me too. They gave me more patience. Leo always wants to climb into his car seat by himself. If I try to assist him, he throws a fit. I thought he was being stubborn and uncooperative. But when I saw him as independent and goal oriented, I realized those were good qualities. That thought made it easier to stop and give him a few minutes. Leo noticed the difference. He’s not so quick to lose it if I end up helping a bit. I didn’t really think a few words could make that much difference. But they did.”

Don’t let others intimidate you with hurtful labels. Teach them to use words that reflect your child’s potential by using them yourself. You don’t even have to argue with them. Merely deflect their thoughts in more positive terms.

Like the companies who spend millions of dollars crafting the labels they place on their products, we too must be intentional. When you drop the negative images and introduce to yourself and others the new labels that focus on strengths and potential instead of weaknesses, you are wrapping your child in a protective covering. Those positive labels change not your only your vocabulary, but your perceptions and, as a result, your actions as well.

The first step to building a healthy lifelong relationship with your spirited child begins with the words you use to describe what’s inside. It’s as simple as that.
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What Makes Kids Spirited?

Why They Do What They Do


This was a person who had come into my life. A real person, not a robot to be programmed or a blank slate to write on, but a person who in his own way talked to me and told me what he liked and what he hated—usually in a very loud and demanding voice.

—Sue, mother of three

The windows that wrap around the room on two sides let in the autumn sunset, giving the entire room a rosy hue. Before the families arrive for class, I like to write our agenda for the night on the whiteboard, but today all I write is one question.

What Makes Kids Spirited?

The parents meander into the discussion room, chatting with one another, grabbing a cup of coffee, and finding a chair. Moans, groans, and nervous laughter erupt as they read the words written on the board.

“I’ve been trying to answer that question for three years,” Heather exclaimed, not even waiting for everyone to sit down. “I’ve lain awake more nights than I care to remember, reviewing my pregnancy. What did I eat? What did I do? I’ve chastised myself for going water skiing when I was two months pregnant. So what if I didn’t even know I was pregnant. I never should have gone.”

Jason added, “I keep thinking about Seth’s birth. How long and difficult it was. Maybe we should have asked for a cesarean.”

“I thought it was the cesarean,” Kristin piped in.

“I’ve been thinking it might be because Jayden was premature,” Mike remarked thoughtfully. “He arrived six weeks early and was quite ill the first few days.”

Abby grimaced. “I can’t help feeling I am somehow failing her.”

I raised my hand to grab their attention. “Wait a minute!” I almost shouted above the clamor. “You didn’t do it.” All heads turned to me. An audible sigh of relief escaped in the room.

WHAT IS TEMPERAMENT?

Your actions have not made your child spirited. Current personality research demonstrates that genes influence personality. Being spirited has nothing to do with a difficult pregnancy or birth, or whether you nursed or bottle-fed your child. It appears that children are born with a tendency to act and react to people and events in their lives in specific ways that can be identified and predicted. These behavioral and emotional patterns have biological and neurochemical underpinnings. This pattern—a child’s first and most natural way of reacting to the world around him—is called his temperament.

Temperament influences a range of characteristics, including how quickly a child gets upset as well as how long he stays upset and how long he takes to recover. Spirited children are wired to “fire” faster, capable of accelerating from 0 to 60 miles per hour in seconds. That’s why your child can shift in seconds from being magically awesome to hitting his brother and slamming doors.

Temperament also governs how sensitive we are to sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and the emotions of others. During a trip to the amusement park you can see these differences. One child begs to stay until closing. Another refuses every ride, gags at the smell of hot dogs, and demands to go home after twenty minutes. If you ignore his appeal to depart, he bolts, propelling you into a sprint to catch him before he reaches the exit.

Energy levels vary according to temperament, too. A child who is temperamentally active not only likes to move but needs to move. Telling this child to sit still for extended periods of time—and that he could do it if he really wanted to—is like telling you to ignore a full bladder. The pressure builds. Your child’s temperament signals a need to act in a particular way—a need that is inside and real.

Children are born with their own temperament just as they are born with black hair or with blond. This is not to imply that temperament is rigid and unchanging. Like hair, which can be styled, trimmed, or colored, but remains hair, temperament may change in appearance according to how it is “managed,” while remaining fundamentally the same. The temperamentally active child will always be an energetic individual. How that looks, however, will change over time. The toddler who opened the oven door, used it to boost herself to the counter, and stood on top of the refrigerator to reach the toy you took from her, will have learned by age thirty to refrain from standing on refrigerators. But it’s very likely that she is the one who runs four miles during her lunch break, and on weekends, climbs mountains for “fun.” She expresses her energy differently, but she is still active.

THE RESEARCH

Temperament is not synonymous with personality. Personality is the combination of temperament, cultural influences, and life experiences. Viewed as a key building block of personality, temperament has intrigued scholars for centuries. Today, temperament research is expanding exponentially. It is of interest to psychologists, cultural anthropologists, behavioral geneticists, neurobiologists, and many others. Unfortunately, they have not reached a consensus on one definition of temperament, nor do they agree completely on the traits. They do concur, however, that temperament reflects individual differences and has genetic, biological, and neurochemical underpinnings. Temperament is also apparent in the early years of life and relatively stable over time, but it may be altered by maturation, experience, and parenting.

There are several different theories of temperament being explored by contemporary researchers. Mary Rothbart, professor emerita of psychology at the University of Oregon, and her colleagues define temperament as individual differences in reactivity and self-regulation. It is a concept I have integrated into my work because it makes me think of temperament as the “engine inside of us.” Engines vary in size, power, and responsiveness. Your spirited child’s “engine” is like that of a sports car.

I have found the work of Stella Chess and Alexander Thomas foundational for understanding spirited children. In the 1950s, Chess and Thomas, professors of psychiatry at New York University Medical Center, were among the first to question the prevailing theories of the time that all children arrive in this world as “blank slates,” their personalities determined by the parenting they receive. According to the blank-slate theory, nurture, not nature, made the difference. Today, remnants of this philosophy can still be heard in comments such as “He wouldn’t be that way if you didn’t coddle him,” or “Give him to me for a week and I’ll fix him.” This view of temperament ignores or minimizes the biological basis of individual differences.

In their clinical practice and as parents of four very different children, Chess and Thomas saw too many cases in which the one-sided nurture approach did not adequately explain the child’s responses. Something was missing.

It was this gap in understanding that led them to conduct the now-famous New York Longitudinal Study. Chess and Thomas, along with their colleague H. G. Birch, observed 133 children eat, dress, and play with friends and also interviewed parents and teachers. From the results of this study, Chess, Thomas, and Birch identified nine distinct differences in how children respond to the world, one of which is intensity of response—similar to Rothbart’s identified trait of reactivity. While every researcher may not agree with Chess, Thomas, and Birch’s nine dimensions of temperament, from my perspective they got it just right when it comes to understanding spirited children. Once you learn about these, the road of parenting your spirited child will be much smoother, as you’ll see. But first, I want you to realize how much power you have to influence your child’s expression of his spirited temperament.

YOU DO MAKE A DIFFERENCE

You might be feeling a bit dismayed at this point, thinking that if temperament is biologically and genetically based, there is nothing you can do to influence how it is expressed. Yes, your spirited child is wired to be spirited, but biology is not destiny. We now know that nature and nurture matter. How your child’s temperament ultimately manifests depends on his age, his experiences, and how he has been parented. David Reiss, M.D., of George Washington University has said, “Whether and how strongly genes that underlie behaviors are turned on or expressed depends on the interaction and relationships a child has with the important people in his life.”

You don’t get to choose your child’s temperament, nor does your child. Mother Nature does that for us. But you do make a big difference. It is you who will help your child recognize when his engine is running too hot. It is you who will give him the words to describe what he is experiencing. It is you who will teach him the strategies to shift lanes smoothly and brake without spinning out of control. Daily practice with him, researchers tell us, creates new pathways within the brain, making these more efficient skills easily accessible and natural to him.

Initially, in this relationship you are the “driver.” Understanding temperament allows you to lift the hood to see what’s going on inside your child’s engine. Once you understand his responses and the reasons behind them, you can learn to work with them, downshifting through life’s curves when needed, recognizing the points at which you need to make adjustments, and running at a pace that allows his engine to purr.

Just as one would never attempt to turn a sports car into a utility truck, it is also critical to avoid the mistake of telling a child who is temperamentally intense, energetic, and sensitive not to be any of those things. By understanding her temperament and working with it, you assist your child in channeling her energy. Recognizing her persistence, you teach her creative problem solving and flexibility. Appreciating her sensitivity, you help her know when to take a break. You teach her the skills to use the gifts she has been given, allowing her to be all she can be.

Eventually, you will shift your role from driver to leader of the pit crew of support, relinquishing the driver’s seat to your spirited child. By then, she will understand how her engine works and be proficient at accelerating smoothly, shifting efficiently, and braking without swerving. Wise, tenacious, and excited about her ability to handle the challenges of the track, she is likely to flash past her peers.

Helping your child gain the skills to drive smoothly on life’s course takes time and practice. Until Jason, the father of two, discovered temperament, it was as if there was an undeclared war raging in his home. The lines had been drawn and the battles were being fought every single day.

“To tell the truth,” he told me, “the ‘war’ frightened me. Usually, I’m a low-key, quiet kind of guy. Little things don’t rile me. But within five minutes of trying to get my six-year-old into bed, I was a snarling bear.

“Then I learned about temperament. All of a sudden I realized he wasn’t doing this just to get me. He had a reason; he needed a forewarning to finish things up. When I recognized that, I could work with it. Little things as simple as giving him a ten-minute heads-up, or taking a few minutes to find out what he wanted to finish before getting ready for bed, really seemed to help. Now I know not to surprise him by announcing, ‘Bedtime, now!’ It’s like we are on the same team.

“I can’t believe how much more I enjoy my son when I’m not fighting with him all the time. You know, he’s a pretty neat kid.”

GETTING A PICTURE OF YOUR CHILD’S TEMPERAMENT

As I explained, researchers Chess, Thomas, and Birch have shown that there are nine different temperamental traits. Each of these can be placed on a continuum from a mild reaction to a strong reaction, or from high to low. Everyone has her own temperament, her own unique style. Spirited children tend to fall on the strong end of the continuum, but others may fall on that end in one or more traits as well. It’s the overall picture that helps us understand the spirited child.

Remember, there isn’t a perfect temperament. There are positive and negative aspects of all the temperamental traits. Parents make the difference by helping a child to shape her particular qualities in the most advantageous way.

As you review the traits, think about your child’s typical, most natural reactions. What responses have you come to predict?


1. Intensity

How strong are your child’s emotional reactions? Does he laugh and cry loudly and energetically or softly and mildly?
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Daniel Goleman, Ph.D., author of Emotional Intelligence, once wrote in the New York Times: “Some people, psychologists are observing, find themselves in emotional tumult even in reaction to mundane events, while others remain unperturbed under the most trying of circumstances. These levels of feeling characterize a person’s entire emotional life: those with the deepest lows also have the loftiest highs, the research shows. And differences between people seem to emerge early in childhood, if not from birth, and remain a major mark of character throughout life.”

Even in the hospital nursery, the differences in emotional intensity are apparent. Some babies “squeak” when they’re hungry. Others wail, their cries echoing down the corridor. Spirited kids are born intense, their engines revving. Inevitably, for the parent of a spirited child, one of those squeakers belongs to a relative. At family gatherings, the squeaker whimpers while the spirited one screams!

But there’s nothing wrong with the spirited screamer. He is temperamentally more intense. That isn’t all bad. It means he is also more enthusiastic, exuberant, and zestful.

Spirited children experience every emotion and sensation deeply and powerfully. There is a physical reaction that occurs more strongly in their bodies than in less intense individuals. Their hearts pound, the adrenaline flows through their bodies, and their pulses race. They are not loud because they know it irritates people; they are loud because they really feel that much excitement, pain, or whatever the emotion or sensation might be. Their intensity is real. It is their first and most natural reaction. If you have circled a 4 or 5, you can predict that your child will be easily excited, frustrated, and emotional. When you know your child is intense, you can expect a strong reaction and develop a plan to help your child express it appropriately or diffuse it.


2. Persistence

If your child is involved in an activity and you tell her to stop, does she stop easily or fight to continue?

[image: images]



In their studies, Chess and Thomas observed that some children can easily stop an activity, whereas others continue
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	9–18
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	19–28
SPUNKY CHILD
	29–45
SPIRITED CHILD
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