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INTRODUCTION

Ever since Touchpoints: Your Child’s Emotional and Behavioral Development presented a map of child development during the first two years, readers have asked me to continue the map into the following years. This book extends the touchpoints concept through the crucial first-grade year. In writing this sequel, I have had the opportunity to work with a colleague, Joshua Sparrow, M.D., a child psychiatrist at Children’s Hospital in Boston, and have deepened my thinking and approach to children of these ages. It has been a rare opportunity to combine our approaches, and I hope that readers will see the benefits of our collaboration. Together we have had a great time exploring children’s development and potential for the future.
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The Touchpoints Concept

Readers of the first book found comfort in the knowledge that the regressions in behavior infants display just before a burst in development are healthy and constructive. It is reassuring to view periods of regression as an opportunity to reorganize in preparation for an area of rapid development. Each new spurt in motor, cognitive, or emotional development is likely to be heralded by disorganization and regression in the child’s behavior; understanding these sequences of events and predicting them has proved helpful to those caring for young children.

We call these potentially vulnerable periods “touchpoints” because they present an optimal time for professionals to join with parents in understanding the child’s progress. Parents feel support when professionals point out the purpose of these disturbing periods; in this way touchpoints become a positive opportunity for cementing not only parent-child but also parent-physician bonds. This book addresses the predictable touchpoints in the years three, four, five, and six.

In recent years, at more than thirty sites around the country, we have been training caregivers in preventive healthcare settings and childcare centers to see these touchpoints of development as opportunities to deepen their relationships with parents. When caregivers can share distressing but hopeful moments, parents can feel more confident and enjoy their child’s development. The barriers of “gatekeeping,” or competition between parent and supplementary caregiver, are more readily overcome when caregivers reach out to parents with an understanding of the challenges a child faces as he or she grows. Touchpoints present major opportunities for communicating about the child’s temperament, the stage of development, and the special abilities or needs that help or hinder progress.

Touchpoints are based on a concept involving energy. If extra energy is needed to fuel a new, rapid development, where does it come from? For example, learning to walk is an expensive achievement; it demands all the forces the child can muster. At night, the child is up and down, crying out every three to four hours, hanging onto the crib rails. During the day, the child screams every time you don’t help. These determined efforts are constant and use up the family’s energy. The child is frustrated, angry, near the edge of temper tantrums night and day. But when he or she finally walks, everything changes. The child walks, walks, walks, arms wide and high, face lit up, with happiness, chortling with triumph, the goal achieved! Everyone can sleep again. Everyone relaxes and admires this great feat—after the house is baby-proofed anew.

Each new step in any line of development carries such a cost—and such a reward. If parents can anticipate their child’s touchpoints, worry about the regression and accompanying misery can be turned into excitement and appreciation of the child’s efforts to move forward. If parents can share these moments with caring professionals and relatives, they will derive greater enjoyment from the milestones. Their appreciation, in turn, transforms each step into a firm base for children’s belief in themselves and in their future. Children and parents feel empowered.
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Four Children

In this volume, we have imagined four children who reflect the range of temperamental differences. The concept of temperament, first proposed by Stella Chess and Alexander Thomas in 1951 and supported by subsequent decades of research, has flourished as a way of understanding each child’s individual differences. Temperament affects the way each child receives, digests, and reacts to important stimuli. It is a reflection of the way the child’s mind and body work to handle goals, dreams, and spurts in development—as well as the child’s response to nurturing and stressful events. Our four unique, fictional children respond to each touchpoint differently. We hope they represent a range of potential responses, and that they capture your child’s style, temperament, and way of reacting to the world. Your child might be a mixture of two or three of these, or you might find that none quite captures your child’s temperament. If you don’t find aspects of your child here, the omission is likely to reflect our shortcoming, not your child’s. But we hope that the four children we present will give you some insight into how children with great differences in temperament adapt to their worlds and learn. We also hope that each story conveys a sense of the wonder and excitement of growing up, as well as the vicissitudes and work of adjusting to each new step.

Billy, with his dancing curls and bright brown eyes, seems to be a born winner. When he enters a room, he is masterful. He looks around, watches long enough to size up the situation, and enters the conversation with a sure conviction that he should be a part of it. He shows his sensitivity to others, both in gestures and in words. His manners and his direct way of soliciting with voice and body language when he looks at another child or adult are infused with self-assurance. This approach tends to make him a leader. Other children almost immediately like him and choose to be with him. Adults love him, for his bright eyes shield a deeper sensitivity that he demonstrates whenever events summon it.

In his second year, Billy witnessed an abusive father and a struggling, depressed mother. Mrs. Stone has since remarried; her new husband is a wonderfully caring man who stepfathers Billy as if he were his own. Both parents are white, middle-class Americans. When Billy is three, a new baby sister, Abby, is born. We will watch as he adjusts to her and learns to be both competitive and caring in his responses to her. Their relationship can be a bellwether as to Billy’s emotional state, for his eyes grow sad when he is anything but loving toward Abby. At times, the hurt he still feels about the loss of his own father lingers just below the surface. Billy is athletic and coordinated. He is bright and enjoys school, where he assumes responsibility in helping the teachers hold the other children’s attention and maintain order. He commands respect from his classmates.

Billy is in many ways a healthy, appealing, typical boy. His attempt to handle his aggression, his fears, and his sensitivity rooted in early experience gives him broader dimensions. Everyone wants a Billy!

Minnie is a lively, active child, on the borderline of hyperactive. As she charges toward her goals, she can appear somewhat insensitive to others around her. These are largely motor goals, and she is a competent, fearless athlete, which delights her father. Mr. Lee (an Asian man and an athlete himself) and Minnie have a devoted, devouring relationship. Minnie’s mother (Caucasian) finds Minnie difficult. Mrs. Lee has felt from the first that Minnie never seems to need her. Minnie’s older sister (five years Minnie’s senior), May, has always been close to her mother. She was easy, “feminine,” and she made Mrs. Lee feel irreplaceable. Mrs. Lee’s own sisters excluded her as a child, and Minnie revives this feeling in her mother. Boys like Minnie, but she has to struggle to be accepted by other girls. Her intense attachment to her father seems to offer her enough support. Mrs. Lee worries about Minnie’s adjustment to school and wonders whether her daughter’s teachers will also find Minnie remote and driven. As Minnie exuberantly confronts first grade, we see her gravitate toward sports and gradually adapt to the rules and requirements of school.

Minnie’s assertive, energetic nature will be a great asset as she learns to channel it into schoolwork and athletics.

Marcy is a tall, graceful and outgoing child. She is African American, with a close-knit, supportive family. Both parents work and are successful. Marcy’s quiet, sensitive older brother, Amos, is very different in temperament and he has worried his outgoing mother. Marcy expects to be accepted, and she is popular with her peers. She engages other outgoing children (Billy is one of her friends) and she is quietly sensitive to Tim, a shy child. As an African-American child growing up in a community where she is in the minority, Marcy will have to face the responses of other children to differences in her hair and skin color.

To get her way, Marcy is actively demanding. But sometimes she is frightened when she succeeds. In learning to curb her demands, Marcy turns to her imaginary friends to help her. In first grade, Marcy becomes her teacher’s favorite. It comes as a real surprise, however, when the teacher announces to Mr. and Mrs. Jackson that Marcy has a learning difficulty. No one could have predicted this, and both she and her parents are shaken by the news. After a period in which they are all raw and vulnerable, they muster their resources. Marcy is strong and not easily undermined. Her charm, resilience, and leadership help her face all obstacles.

Tim is a shy, quiet, highly intelligent child. He is easily overwhelmed, especially in a social setting. He tries to isolate himself in his mother’s lap, and he is dependent on his thumb and blanket. Tim’s older brother, Philip, teases him and is ashamed of him when among his own peers. Tim’s father has had a difficult time understanding and accepting Tim, but they eventually become closer through computer games. Tim is so bright that his father is not always able to beat him.

Tim works valiantly to overcome the almost overwhelming pain that social situations cause him. His mother hovers and risks exacerbating his vulnerability as a frightened child who cannot fit in with his peers. But Billy’s and Marcy’s acceptance of Tim and his personality pave the way for his entry into the school group.

Tim senses that he is a disappointment to his father and brother. His mother responds instinctively to his needs, which helps him tolerate his interactions with the world. When Tim is three, Mrs. McCormick goes to work; Tim has to adjust to separation and to fitting in with other three-year-olds. With the help of a similarly shy child, he learns to adjust to a group of peers as he sits watching on the sidelines. Tim learns to participate visually, not motorically. He, too, has an imaginary friend, who becomes the repository of his feelings after such an effort.

Tim’s father’s pride in Tim’s strong intellect helps Tim begin to feel he can manage with less help from his mother. Because he already knows how to read by the time he enters first grade, his classmates are impressed, especially Billy. The two form a wonderful friendship, bolstering one another and exchanging strengths. Tim’s devoted parents and his evident academic skills form a firm base for future self-confidence.
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Individuality from the Beginning

Our insights into the individuality of small children derive from work with newborn babies and from the Neonatal Behavioral Assessment Scale. In newborns we can observe states of consciousness that cover the adjustments we all make, even as adults, physiologically and psychologically. Our responses to our environment are dependent on which state we are in. Babies’ temperaments are demonstrated by their abilities to maintain and circulate through these states. The capacity to take in and use stimuli from the world outside is correlated with certain alert states in infants and children. Each baby and child has a threshold below which he or she can receive, assimilate, and respond to stimuli and experiences. Above this, the child may be unavailable. Too far above the threshold, the child may be overwhelmed. This threshold varies—from the low threshold of a fragile child (such as Tim) to a high threshold with a driven child (such as Minnie). Recognizing and respecting this threshold becomes a crucial task for parents; otherwise, either life events can be too overwhelming or children may seem hard to reach. Thresholds may shift over time, but remain individual.

Individuality in temperament is not simply genetic; many environmental variables shape experience, and experience shapes temperament. Nature and nurture are rarely separable. Genetic endowment is already shaped by intrauterine experiences: nutrients, drugs, maternal health, infections, and other factors that affect the parent also affect the developing fetus. The newborn’s behavior is thus not simply genetically determined, but has already been shaped by the early environment. Parents must adjust to an individual temperament that has been formed both by genes and experience.

The balance between nature and nurture shifts as the child grows older. In the first two years, biological forces strongly influence many of the child’s accomplishments. Many of these accomplishments, though far from all, involve visible (sitting, standing, walking) or audible (talking) developments that are based, at least in part, on motor activity. Although the child masters obvious skills like these in the next few years (riding a bike, tying one’s own shoes), others are subtler and take place in the child’s thoughts and feelings. The greatest surge in brain cell interconnections occurs in the first two years and continues at least through age six, leveling off by age ten, according to our current understanding of brain development. Nonetheless, the touchpoints of ages three through six are perhaps somewhat more subject to influence by other forces, and as a result show greater variability. It is true that some children walk first, others talk first. For children ages three to six, though, the specific sequence of achievements is likely to be even more individual. External factors, such as the birth of a sibling, the influence of an older sibling, or the return of a parent to the workforce, are bound to affect the timing and course of the touchpoints during these years. A family’s evolution depends on an intricate interweaving of each member’s developmental steps, the reorganization they require, and the energy they bring.
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Ghosts from the Nursery

As intense, passionate parents engage with their growing child, they will attempt to set up an environment that is sensitively nurturing to the temperament and individuality of their child. As they do so, their own past experiences begin to influence their responses. Whenever parents feel besieged or anxious about a small child’s behavior, it is time to reflect upon the ghosts from their own nursery. The term ghosts from the nursery was used by Selma Fraiberg and others to capture important experiences from the past that can dominate parents’ behavior. These ghosts influence the biases and approaches of the parents. These are experiences the parents had with their own parents, or with past challenges reminiscent of the one they now find themselves facing with their own child. Biases dominate our behavior much more completely if we aren’t aware of them. Bringing them to consciousness gives us a choice: conform to the bias or resist it. Ghosts from each parents’ nursery differ from each other. They had better be faced openly so each parent can support the other in such important areas as discipline, feeding, sleep patterns, and toilet training.
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Intent of the Book

In this second Touchpoints, we first take up those specific issues of child rearing in the years three through six that are a part of normal development. Sibling rivalry, crying, tantrums, waking at night, fears, getting stuck emotionally, lying, or bedwetting may take hold when parents attempt to control situations that really belong to the child. Often, these kinds of behavior are part of the struggle for autonomy. We suggest techniques that parents can adopt to remove themselves from the struggle and thus defuse it.

Parents become locked in battle with their children not because they don’t care, but because they care so much. As children explore the reactions of adults and struggle towards autonomy, they are bound to hit upon areas that are difficult for parents. When parents find themselves overreacting, the time has come to pull back and to reconsider the reason for the tension associated with the child’s behavior: Is it appropriate for the child’s developmental stage? What is the hidden message behind the behavior? Does the behavior represent the child’s struggle with an emerging developmental competence? In other words, a parent’s first job is to understand the child; then, parents can reevaluate their own reactions. Once they have done so, they are in a better position both to support the child and to set necessary limits. These issues are likely to occur in all families. If this book can help parents understand the underlying issues both for themselves and for the child, it will help families to avoid getting “stuck.”

The characters in Part I of this book are all composites. They are intended to typify the many children we’ve cared for over the years—as a pediatrician (Berry Brazelton) and a child psychiatrist (Joshua Sparrow), but are not based on any single child. The observations are our own. The ideas of development beyond touchpoints are drawn from many scholars (Freud, Erikson, Benjamin, Winnicott, Piaget, Fraiberg, and many more recent ones). The parents, teachers, and caregivers in the book have, for the most part, been portrayed as responding optimally. We hope they serve as role models, but without setting unattainable expectations for parents.

In Part II, topics appear in alphabetical order; they are either perennial concerns or current issues raised in urgent tones by the parents we see in our offices and whenever we speak to groups. The topics are discussed in the context of the touchpoints theory of development. These sections are written for parents who see themselves or their child at risk of becoming mired in a particular difficulty. They are intended to help families find their own solutions and strengths and avoid becoming locked into destructive patterns or incapacitating anxiety. None of the individual sections—such as those on depression, developmental disabilities, or speech and hearing problems—are meant to be comprehensive. They are intended only to help parents distinguish between normal variations in behavior and problems that require expert help.
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THE YEARS FROM THREE TO SIX
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THREE YEARS OLD

What I Do Matters
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On the Playground

The playground was teeming: Children running about with their caregivers or nannies, and the at-home mothers clustered in groups on the benches. Children were mostly under four. Their siblings were in school—preschool and “real” school. Freed from the pressure of their older siblings’ domination, the two- and three-year-olds raced from one activity to another. Watchful parents or caregivers needed to race back and forth with them to maintain conversation. Children were stimulated to keep up with each other’s activities. The sandboxes were the quiet areas. The slides and merry-go-round were active spots. Four children, two boys and two girls—our four major actors in this book—were part of this melee. An active boy and a quiet boy, Billy and Tim, an intense, driving girl, Minnie, and a cheerful and outgoing girl, Marcy, played with the other children.

Billy, a joyful, active little boy, arrived on this scene with his mother. His round face had a cherubic look. His soft, full cheeks and wide eyes, his tumbling hair, busy-talk, and finger in the mouth—all seemed designed to make him endearing and pick-up-able. It was difficult not to want to hug Billy. When he was ready, it was okay. But when he wasn’t, away he’d wriggle. He wanted to be free to roam, to inquire, to find out about his world. He still stood with feet apart, though more steadily now. Occasionally, he stumbled. He was in a hurry. He hadn’t yet mastered motor planning, anticipating how his body would have to move in time for him to get where he was going. At three, getting there is more important than figuring out how. For the most part, though, his motor development allowed him to move about with greater certainty and aplomb. As a result, he wanted to be with everyone, but not always with people who represented hugs. He needed to explore the world; and, for him, the most important part of the world was people.

Billy was always smiling and outgoing. He charged up to a group of three-year-olds in the sand pile. “Hi. I’m Billy.” No one looked up. Undaunted, he sat beside a boy who was making a sandcastle. As if in imitation, he began to make a castle just like the other child’s. Never looking at each other, the boys became more and more aware of each other’s moves. Billy took a cup, filled it with sand, and patted the sand down; when he turned the cup over, the sand formed a molded tower. The other child was clearly impressed. The two moved closer to each other and began to build together. Billy’s mother was struck with Billy’s ability to “move on in.”

As soon as Billy had made a friend, the other children seemed to recognize their strength as a pair. “Billy, look here.” “Tommy, can you help me build?” They moved closer. Another child, a girl, recognized a kindred soul in Billy. “You got curly hair. Did your mommy do it?” “Do what?” “Curl it up like she does. My hair is curly, too, but kids tease me.” Billy returned to his sand building as if this were to be ignored. The girl moved next to him. “Wanna ride my big wheel?” Billy looked up, brightening. “Sure.” She raced over to her tricycle. Billy followed as fast as he could. She held on to one handlebar while he climbed on. As soon as he was astride, he tried to pedal. At first, his foot slipped. The girl grinned. Billy looked around, embarrassed. Placing his feet more squarely on the pedals, he began to move, but backwards. She laughed, “Not that way.” Billy realized his mistake, and began to pedal forward. Proud of his achievement, he began to yell, “Look out!” The other three-year-olds stopped to watch with admiration.

Learning to pedal a three-wheeler is quite an achievement. From walking to running to pushing a kiddie-car are a two-year-old’s milestones. Then, a year later, to be able to push, to alternate feet, to cycle with one’s own legs, and to be able to reverse the motion is a major victory for a three-year-old. No wonder Billy was proud. His ability to restrain his own behavior to match that of the other children, and to enter their play, is a measure of his adaptability. He is hungry to win these children over to play with him. His persistence and determination to succeed in social interaction is one window into his temperament.

Billy’s mother sat on the bench with the other mothers. She was confident that Billy could take care of himself. Did he already know how to reassure her with his competence? As she watched Billy with the other three-year-olds, she realized how nurturing he was. At one point, a child threw a handful of sand at him. Billy looked down at the culprit. “No! No throwing.” Mrs. Stone was fascinated that he’d taken in her admonition and was now ready to use it to protect himself. Instead of throwing sand back, he’d used words he’d heard before. The other child looked up in surprise, listened, and stopped.

Marcy was already on the jungle gym. Although she still toddled at times—falling back on her wide-based gait, on rather clumsy footing, she was handsome to watch. If she stumbled, she’d fall down and get up in one motion without stopping. Her eyes sparkled. Her smile was contagious. She climbed with deliberate concentration, but slipped if distracted. She whipped up and down the slide. She rode her tricycle with dexterity. At home, she could put pieces in her puzzles, although she had to fumble around, and could untie her own shoes. She could pile as many as ten blocks on top of each other in a tower, placing each corner precisely on top of the corner below it.

Like her mother, Marcy was tall—tall for her age. Her skin was a light chocolate color, her tight, soft curls were shiny black. She was winning in her ways. Her pretty face with her appealing, dark eyes looked at you with trust. As her face broke into a smile, your heart flip-flopped. She was eagerly responsive and everyone in turn seemed to respond to her.

As she came onto the playground, she bounced. Her limbs were soft and strong, with dimples still in her elbows and beside her knees as she started off to a run. Then, the slight widening to her gait seemed to disappear, or nearly. This almost imperceptible immaturity makes an adult feel more protective than she will feel about Marcy at four and five. But Marcy’s movements are so purposeful and enthusiastic. Boisterousness is mixed with adventure, and all Marcy’s activities seem aimed at playful fun.

Every new object needs to be examined, to be tried out. A large leaf must be dislodged and turned over for scrutiny. A rock becomes an object of curiosity—“Is it heavy? Is it rough? Is it muddy? What’s under it?” That squirmy worm must be picked up and examined. Active wonder marks every experience. Each leaf is a first.

Marcy ran up to each child. “I’m here!” She waited for a response before she went to the next child. When she approached a little boy who was sitting in his mother’s lap, she greeted him. As he withdrew and turned in to his mother, she followed her greeting by appealing to his mother. Sensitively, she dropped her voice to say, “I’m Marcy. I’m shy, too.” She obviously wasn’t.

Of course, the other toddlers and three-year-olds began to be aware of her. Several of them followed her around. She quickly became a leader of those her age. She took her role seriously. “Let’s play on the jungle gym.” The others followed. “Let’s climb through the tunnel.” They followed. “Let’s ride on my big wheel.” They followed. They all tried to climb on the tricycle at once. It turned over. No one got to ride.

All of Marcy’s achievements were accompanied by her good nature. Although she often had to work hard to complete a task, she finished with a grin. It seemed as if she was not only pleased with herself but wanted to share her joy in success with others. This was not done with any braggadocio, but more with the feeling of “Isn’t it fun to be alive?” No wonder she was popular with her peers and with adults who met her. “Is she always like this?” people would ask. “She always has been delightfully easy,” her mother would reply. “As a baby she seemed to appreciate all we did for her. Her brother was just the opposite. He’s easier now, but he wasn’t in the beginning. Everyone loves Marcy. Her brother would like to make her life miserable, but she worships him, and she learns so much from him. He can’t stay mad at Marcy too long.”
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Tim sat watching the other children from his mother’s lap. He had been to the playground once before, but there had been only one other child present. He had clung to his mother, hiding his face in her shoulder. After a few minutes, he’d begun to peek out at the other child. His mother sensed how hungry he was to know and understand other children. She’d brought Tim again today, expecting him to be shy. He was. Even around his older brother, he clung to his mother or his father. Everyone in the house was aware of Tim’s shyness. It daunted them all. As a newborn baby, he was too quiet, too easily overwhelmed by noise and people. His parents had protected him because it seemed too painful to push him. If they took Tim to a noisy party or into a crowd of people, he’d quiver. He’d shun those who came near, averting his face and eyes. At home, he was just as quiet and retiring. He was clear about his needs, however—hunger and sleep—and made few demands. In that respect, his parents felt he’d been easy. At first they’d taken him everywhere, as they had his older brother. But he was too quiet, too unresponsive when they were out with him. People wondered why he was so quiet. When the family returned home, Tim would cry a great deal, in long sobs, which wrenched his parents’ hearts. It was easier just to stay at home with him.

Tim had walked at the expected time. He had talked on time. Each milestone in his development reassured his parents that he was doing fine. This quiet child was so gentle. When a new person came into the house, he hid his face or covered his ears. When he could walk, he would quietly disappear. Her own mother reassured Mrs. McCormick; she called her grandson “her quiet, sensitive Tim.”

Tim’s older brother, Philip, teased him. Tim would brighten at his attention. His brother’s intentions weren’t so benign, however. He’d look for Tim’s weaknesses. When Philip saw Tim open up to him, he’d increase the teasing. “Nyah, nyah, nyah. Look at Tim, he’s a baby.” Tim would look worried. Then Philip would grab Tim’s blanket. Tim couldn’t stand it. He’d curl up in a little ball to protect the blanket. He’d whimper silently and suck his thumb loudly—his most overt plea for help. Mrs. McCormick would rush to Tim to pick him up. She’d sit down in a rocking chair, rocking him with a tender, crooning song. Tim would visibly relax. His face would brighten. He would look around and show interest in everything around him, but only as long as he was enclosed in the safe envelope of his mother’s lap. Mrs. McCormick knew she was needed. Tim’s older brother would then slink off, angry and unfulfilled. “Tim always gets his way.”

When Mrs. McCormick held Tim in her lap at the playground, she sat alone on a bench across from the other mothers as if she were ashamed of Tim’s clinging. She knew that if she sat by other mothers, they would all give her advice: “Just put him down and let him cry—he’ll get over it.” “My little girl was just like that but she finally got used to other kids.” “Get him a play date. He can learn about other children that way.”

They watched the other children play, and as Mrs. McCormick relaxed, Tim’s vigilance began to diminish. He grabbed for his blanket. It was at home, so he grabbed his mother’s dress, clutched it in one hand, and sucked on his thumb with the other. As he did so, he began to relax. He watched and watched. He even began to talk about the children he was watching. “He don’t like that slide. He don’t want to climb it.” He wasn’t speaking to her, but she could tell that this was Tim’s attempt at participation with the other children.

Some of the other three-year-olds were curious about Tim and his mother. They watched them out of the corners of their eyes. After one little girl hurt herself on the jungle gym, she cringed in her mother’s lap; she sucked her thumb and fingered her mother’s dress, as if imitating Tim. As the other children watched, they glanced back and forth at Tim and the little girl. They had made the connection. Tim’s utter dependency was a threat to all of them because they had only recently struck out on their own. One little boy rushed up to Mrs. McCormick: “Put him down! Make him play!” At this age, all children are still working on their independence. It is frightening to see someone acting out your own struggle.

Minnie raced into the playground. Her legs and arms were flying, her face eager. As she ran, she leaned forward, as if her legs couldn’t keep up to get her where she wanted to go. “Hey, let’s go!” she shouted, to no one in particular. Her mother walked silently behind her. She did not expect to keep up with her. For three years now, Minnie’s mother had wondered where Minnie had come from. Minnie’s sweet, patient, and engaging big sister, May, had not prepared her parents for Minnie. She was unlike anyone else Mrs. Lee had ever experienced. A steamroller, she never stopped moving. She climbed, she jumped, she tested every piece of furniture, every curbstone, every jungle gym or slide in a playground. As her mother watched her, she gasped at her audacity. “Minnie, don’t climb up to the top until I get there!” fell on deaf ears. Minnie seemed to be caught by the physical excitement of movement. She had a kind of recklessness that made it nerve-wracking for her mother to watch. By the time Mrs. Lee got to the “big” slide, Minnie had gone up and come down at the other end. The harder Mrs. Lee tried to keep up with her, the more Minnie seemed to be on the run. As Minnie returned to climb up, her mother grabbed her arm in an attempt to make her slow down; Minnie wrenched it away and kept climbing. Her heedlessness, mixed with her ability to achieve these physical accomplishments, made her mother feel disconnected and somewhat useless.

Minnie’s father loved Minnie’s athletic prowess. He admired her intensity. He valued her ability to achieve athletic goals, and she knew it. That was an unspoken bond between them. From time to time he’d say, “Minnie, you’re amazing! I can’t believe how fast you climbed that slide!” She never appeared to respond to him, either, although he thought he detected a slight smile after his words of encouragement. Minnie paid little attention to her father when he tried to slow her down with words. Instead, he’d throw her up in the air. She squealed with delight. He’d get more and more audacious. She loved it. They invented all sorts of games together. When she wanted a ride, she’d ask for the “wheelbarrow.” He’d hold her by the ankles, dip her down and she’d run across the floor on her hands. Then, exhausted, she’d plop down on the ground so hard that her father would wonder whether he’d hurt her. Not at all. She chortled, “More! More!”

In desperation, Mrs. Lee would enlist her husband when she needed to discipline Minnie, but his attempts at discipline were likely to go almost as unheeded as hers. Trying to stop this energetic little girl was like trying to dam a rushing stream.

The playground is often a child’s first venture into the wide, wide world. Here, children learn from and about other children, about each other’s individuality. Humans are social animals from the very beginning. From the start, infants are “wired” to seek out and engage in relationships. By three years, they have not only learned but can think about the importance of communication and of relationships. “You’re my best friend.” Nurturing relationships with their parents set the tone. A child knows how rewarding it can be to look, to talk, to listen, to touch, and to demand attention from an important adult. Siblings have been models for learning about ambivalent relationships—sometimes rivalrous, sometimes loving, but always exciting. A sibling provides the positive and negative sides of a passionate relationship as well as the enticing opportunity for involving a parent, who will try to break up the rivalry!

Peers offer children a window they can look into and see themselves. They are often at the same stage of development, struggling with the same issues, facing the demands of the next developmental steps. Yet they are also different. The differences offer a kaleidoscope of experiences, a way of testing what one’s own feelings might be. A child can see himself in a mirror as he experiences the other child’s reactions. The chance to play with and to model on the peer’s reactions and styles of learning offers the opportunity for learning about oneself.

Three-year-olds are now less dominated by tortured negativism. No longer bound to the parallel play of the two-year-old (although even at this age, children are already more interactive than was once thought), they are now able to pay attention to the other child in a more complicated way—reading cues, matching rhythms of response, waiting and watching for another response—the rhythm of interaction. They can learn to read the other child’s cries and respond to them appropriately. From the beginning, the infant learns from interactions with attentive caregivers; but learning how to capture and respond to peers with their own agendas is a major step.

With peers, a child can try out and experiment with his own impact on the world around him. He can begin to learn about himself as an active participant in the world, no longer just within his own family.
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Temperament

At the playground, children make very clear their individual differences in their play, in the way they make relationships. The way children take on the developmental steps to come will vary with their individuality, pressing their parents to face each “touchpoint” differently, too. Temperament, a valuable concept for parents, describes the differences in how children receive, digest, and express their experiences. Understanding the variations of each child’s temperament can give us insight into the way the child needs to handle new developmental experiences, into his responses to each challenge he encounters as he develops.

Certain developmental changes, certain touchpoints, are likely to be unsettling not only to the parents but to the whole family. But parents who have learned to understand the child’s temperament can rely on each child’s individual way of addressing a challenge, turning the turmoil into a more predictable event. Temperament is made up of many factors: activity level, distractibility, persistence, approach/withdrawal, intensity, adaptability, regularity, sensory threshold, mood. These traits are probably largely inborn. Stella Chess and Alexander Thomas identified these elements of children’s temperaments and pointed out how powerfully they affect the parent-child relationship. Chess and Thomas coined the term goodness of fit to describe how temperaments of child and parent can match in a close and supportive relationship. My first book, Infants and Mothers, demonstrates how the baby’s style or temperament affects the parent’s reactions from the very first days. In the process of adjusting to each other, the baby and the parent develop a predictability of expectations with each other. Parents’ understanding of their child’s temperament limits the unpredictability of the forms that developmental changes will take.
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If parents can accept and value their child’s way of greeting and mastering her life, they make a positive contribution to the child’s sense of conquest and self-esteem. If parents can treasure their child’s style of protecting herself from feelings or experiences that overwhelm her, they support her sense of security. A parent’s first and most important job is to understand the child as an individual. This means watching, listening, observing each change in her development, and the individual ways in which she masters her environment. The new energy required for each new task is fueled when a child has found her own strategies for dealing with change. The stable aspects of a child’s temperament supply the foundation from which the child can learn to deal with the instability and excitement that come with each new touchpoint.

Is temperament fixed? Is it predictive for the future? To some degree it is. But many things influence temperament; these include the ways parents understand their child and interact with her, and the experiences (positive and negative) that challenge their child’s coping strategies.

By the age of three, temperament has become a reliable and recognizable part of the parent-child relationship. No longer can it be overlooked. No longer can a parent hope to change it. The child’s powerful contribution affects every aspect of interaction: communication, caring, caretaking, and discipline. Unless its power is understood, a parent can easily feel manipulated and helpless.

Parents are helped in understanding a child’s temperament when they view the child as an active participant in their relationship. The chances of being able to adjust to that child’s rhythms and behavioral language—the “goodness of fit”—is then significantly enhanced. It also helps when parents are able to understand their particular styles and to see their own reactions as subjective.

Three clusters of characteristics vary with each child and affect how she deals with her world. These, along with the individual rhythms of sleep, hunger, and other bodily functions, define her temperament:

       1.  Task orientation—attention span and persistence, distractibility, and activity level.

       2.  Social flexibility—approach/withdrawal (how a child handles stimuli from the outside) and adaptability.

       3.  Reactivity—sensory threshold of responsiveness (high or low), quality of mood, and intensity of reactions.

Look at the differences in the ways the four children we have just met would approach entering a swimming pool. Marcy, for example, would approach the task with a determination to succeed. If she had to conquer her fears about going into a swimming pool, she’d watch the other children near her age. She’d approach them with, “Is it fun?” “Is it cold?” When they acknowledged her with a response, whatever it was, she would feel a bond that helped her master her anxiety. She would look to her brother, Amos, and to her parents to see whether they were behind her. She’d put a foot in the water to test it. Leaving it in until she was used to the water and to the temperature, she’d then slip into the shallow water. She’d look up at the others for approval. If no one responded, she’d sidle up to another child in the water. Soon, they would be splashing around together.

Tim’s temperament would be clearly evident in his avoidant approach to the pool. He would be overwhelmed by the many reverberating sights and sounds: the smell of chlorine, the loud cries and echoing splashes, the frenzied joyousness. Struggling even tighter into his mother’s arms, he might cover his face with her blouse. As he gradually relaxed in her lap, however, he might peep out from behind the curtain he’d drawn. With one eye, he’d watch the other children. When they squealed, he’d shudder. If anyone sat beside his mother, he’d retreat further into her lap. If his father or his brother tried to coax him away from his haven, his face would pucker. He’d curl into a fetal position and leave as little skin showing as possible. His mother, without meaning to, would reinforce this behavior by shielding him from the pressure his father or brother were putting on him. “He just isn’t ready. He’s too sensitive.” Meanwhile, with one eye, Tim would take in all the other children’s activity in the pool.

Billy, however, would rush to the pool. “Hi, kids!” Standing on the edge of the pool, he’d look around for a friend. He’d watch the activity with fascination, so interested that he might lean too far forward and fall into the pool. If this happened, his mother would rush to pull him out. Sputtering and choking, red in the face, Billy would let out a wail and a moment later he’d say, “Let me go. I’m ready.” Soon he would become a leader as he splashed around in the shallowest part of the pool. Giggling, he might splash his mother. “Billy, stop it. Remember to keep your head up! Look at you now. You’re going to choke.” As if remembering fleetingly the near tragedy, Billy would look anxious for a moment, but then turn away to the other children. “Let’s play!”

Minnie, of course, would race to the pool, heedless, her mother in alarmed pursuit. “Minnie, look out! This isn’t just a wading pool. It’s a real one. Don’t run into it. Let me help you!” But Minnie would simply collide with the water. The water had to give. Splashing, spitting out water, she would stand up to propel herself forward. Ignoring the other children, she would splash water excitedly. The more she splashed, the more she would choke. Undeterred, she would flail around while ignoring her mother, yet fueled by her anxious pleas to “settle down.” Minnie might make so much commotion in the water that the other children would even avoid her.
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Each of these children, with their different temperaments, have almost as much of an effect on their parents as their parents have on them. They are shaping the kind of parenting that they are receiving, as well as their own futures. Parents’ inevitable anxiety about the future can often be alleviated if they can learn to accept—and even appreciate—their child’s temperament and way of responding to difficulties and new experiences.

A “Difficult Child”

Minnie’s parents faced issues of temperament early. An intense child, her energy directed toward motor achievements, Minnie was always in trouble. By the age of three, she’d fallen seriously three times—once she had sustained a concussion, once she had broken an arm, and the third time, she had tumbled into a gravel pile and scratched her face and arms. She always recovered, though, undaunted and ready to go. It was her mother who bore the traces of Minnie’s misadventures.

Minnie’s drive often resulted in her being far away from adult help. She was hard to keep up with. But even nearby, she could find trouble. When she was 15 months old, her mother was cooking in the kitchen. Minnie was quiet. That should have been a sign that something was wrong, as Mrs. Lee reconstructed it, but Minnie had pushed her for so long that she was relieved to be left alone. Minnie was playing in the corner, so that seemed safe. When Mrs. Lee glanced at her daughter, she saw to her horror that Minnie was busily drinking from a bottle of detergent. Mrs. Lee was terrified and called 911. By the time the emergency squad arrived, Minnie was bubbling so much that she was barely able to breathe. She was rushed to the emergency room, and she spent the next week in intensive care, bubbling. She had to be placed on a ventilator so that oxygen could get past the bubbles and into her lungs. Minnie’s survival always seemed tenuous.

Minnie’s parents felt pressed against the wall. Did she learn from this crisis? No. Did her parents learn from it? Yes. They learned never to trust her. They learned they couldn’t let her out of their sight even for a split second. They searched for traps and poisons and took precautions that had never been necessary for their first daughter, May. They locked closets. They cleaned out shelves and closets. They covered all electrical outlets. They followed the rules in the booklet about poisons and accidents sent out by a children’s hospital. They got down on their hands and knees and looked at the world from a toddler’s eye view. In spite of all this, Minnie still found ways to get herself into trouble.

Minnie’s parents thought of their daughter as “accident-prone.” Mrs. Lee found herself on edge when she was with Minnie. Every kind of discipline—from “time out” to confining Minnie to her bedroom, from scolding to withholding rewards—failed. Minnie was too driven for such brief disciplinary actions. During time out, she tried to wait patiently, but soon pushed ahead as if nothing had happened. Her parents began to realize that Minnie was paying little attention to their understandably worn-out tune: “Watch out! Be careful or you’re going to get yourself into trouble again”. They saw that their job was to try to engender a sense of responsibility and awareness in her.
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The danger in having to watch a child all the time until she is able to assume responsibility for herself is that all this attention from parents perpetuates the reckless activity. How can parents be on a constant lookout for the next catastrophe without inadvertently pushing the child into it? The child begins to experience reckless activity as a way of holding on to her parents’ focus. This was especially a risk for Minnie, who could see that her older sister was so much more rewarding for her parents to attend to.

Minnie was not just reckless. She was very adept at physical accomplishments. They were her opportunity for recognition. Other children admired her. But she rarely responded to them. A boy her age might say: “Hi! Let’s slide together.” Ignored. “Hey, want to play with me?” Ignored. Minnie’s parents wondered whether their daughter’s hearing was impaired, she seemed so unavailable. But her parents saw that when she had only one child of her age to play with, she was quite aware of the other child. Still, she didn’t seem interested in her playmate. Perhaps she didn’t yet know how to show her interest in another child. When her father tried a new activity, such as throwing a ball, it was apparent that she was watching carefully. She learned his way of throwing from watching him. No wonder Mr. Lee was “hooked.”

Minnie’s limited social repertoire alienated others and left her isolated. Other children, for example, were already aware that they must line up for turns at the slide. Their parents reminded them and held them back. They needed their parents close by to dare the big slide. Not Minnie. She shoved other children out of the way as she rushed to the slide. Mrs. Lee felt unable to control her, and was embarrassed. She tried saying, “Minnie! Wait! It’s not your turn! Come here and I’ll wait with you.” No response from Minnie. Mrs. Lee wilted inside. She felt that Minnie made her role at the playground that of an observer, not a participant. She watched the faces of the other three-year-olds, envying their recognition of their parents’ directions. When a parent said, “No, just wait in line,” the three-year-old would dutifully stop, reach for a parent’s hand, sometimes putting a thumb in his mouth. The pair would be in a kind of understanding and closeness that Mrs. Lee longed for.

Minnie climbed up on the slide again. Mrs. Lee winced at a split-second of clumsiness. Minnie slipped on a step, but quickly righted her feet and her balance. Her mother had to admire her resilience. She had watched Minnie walk early at nine months. She had watched her climb stairs at twelve months and let herself back down adeptly. She had watched her climb out of her crib at eighteen months. Minnie had been so pleased with herself that Mrs. Lee could rejoice with her. But her remoteness bothered her mother. Did Minnie really need her? She was still so caught up in her drive toward activity.

Any of the other parents could have told Mrs. Lee to be firm and resolved. Why couldn’t she? Minnie would have listened, in her own way, taking something in even if she wasn’t yet ready to use it. But this was hard for Mrs. Lee to recognize, because Minnie was a child who still communicated what she was learning through her activity more than through words. Parents of three-year–olds are already beginning to rely on language to know when their children are learning. Minnie’s learning was still expressed by motor behavior. This, coupled with Minnie’s ignoring her, made Mrs. Lee feel useless. Feeling useless as a parent creates a kind of angry desperation, and desperation can make a parent even less effective. Mrs. Lee would hold back, or respond only tentatively because she was afraid to express her anger towards Minnie. They did not have an easy relationship.

[image: ]

Learning

Curiosity

Why do the stars stay up in the sky? Excitement at learning about his world is evident in a three-year-old’s questions about everything. His curiosity never seems satisfied. “Why?” is a recurrent theme over and over, all day and even into the night.

A problem for parents at this age may be to give answers that are meaningful for a three-year-old. Trying to explain why a car goes can be a major job. Remember the causality of a two-year-old? “If you wind up a toy, it will go. If you don’t it won’t.” If translated into the question, “Why does the car go?” The answer would be simple: “Because you turn the key.” But Billy’s stepfather now adds, “Do you hear the noise of the engine? It starts when I turn the key. The key starts the engine. The engine is what drives the car to make it go. Hear it? When I turn it off, it stops.” Billy’s face is awestruck. “Ohhh.” His stepfather can watch Billy take it in. He recognizes the power of the key, of the hand that turned it, of the unseen engine, and of the adult who knows all this. Billy looks at his stepfather’s face as if to ask the next question: “But why does it go if you turn the key?” How would Billy ever understand that? Instead, he blurts out, “I wanna do it.” After a few tries at turning the key, he jumps off his stepfather’s lap to run to his play car. He jumps into the seat and makes the car go with his feet. If that wasn’t enough, and it wasn’t, he got on his tricycle to push on the ground then to try to pedal it to “make it go.” The connection between the original “why” and making the tricycle go may have been lost on the observing adult. Not for him. Instead of remaining overwhelmed by what he can’t understand, Billy has put this simple communication into an action he can achieve himself.

Billy has to absorb the causal relation between the turning of the key and the car’s moving. His eagerness to understand these steps, and his stepfather’s ambitious explanations, drive him to the tricycle, over which he has control. He is trying hard to make the connection in his own way. Billy knows he can learn by doing. He doesn’t push his stepfather further because he senses the limits of his explanatory powers. Mr. Stone is relieved to be let off the hook.

Another kind of learning is trying something out: “Let me do it all by myself!” With this comes the irresistible plea: “Help me! Show me!” Billy and his mother were at the parking garage of a huge shopping mall near their house. Billy was worn out, and Mrs. Stone was rushing to get him home before he disintegrated. As she dragged him aboard the elevator, he tripped and fell forward. She picked him up. “Come on, Billy. We are going home.” He whimpered. Mrs. Stone pushed the button without thinking; The three-year-old beside her dissolved into a roaring tantrum. “I wanted to!” Billy yelled. His mother was tired, too. “Next time.” Billy kept on screaming. She recognized his “missed opportunity.” They rode up to the stop. She then let Billy press the button to go back down; he was back in control and gleefully he pushed and pushed and pushed.

Having become aware that the button “makes it go,” Billy’s next step is to see that if “I push the button, I can make it go.” A sense of power! A three-year-old demands that power and has a hard time giving it up. Having wondered, “Why does the elevator go?” he finds his answer: “I did it!” “I made it go!”

A three-year–old’s intense drive for mastery is a touchpoint in his development and presents new complexities for his parents. Along with his new drive to understand “why,” and “what makes things go” is a new capacity to test these questions. With this comes frustration and falling apart as he faces what he can’t understand, or what he will not be allowed to do to understand and to exercise his mastery.

Mrs. Stone’s next dilemma was how long she should let Billy work the elevator. Another family got on. The little girl tried to push Billy away, and another tantrum was about to start. The little girl’s mother tried to hold her back. Billy triumphed. But Billy’s mother sensed the importance of limiting his actions. She pulled him in close. “Billy, you’ve had your turn. It’s this little girl’s turn now.” “I wanna do it! I wanna do it!” The other family was intimidated by his passionate demands. Mrs. Stone held him tightly. “I’m sorry, Billy. It’s her turn.”

For the parent, there is a new balance to be weighed. When is it time to support exploration? How can a parent tell when exploration has gone too far and must be stopped? One parent may tip towards the peace of mind that comes with limiting exploration, but another—for fear of shutting down curiosity important to learning—may tolerate risk or havoc wild enough to scare the child. Both parents may fear losing a certain closeness.

Must the child be allowed to try everything out? Should every question be answered? A parent would like to encourage a quest for knowledge, but without overwhelming a child with complicated answers. The most important thing to remember is that the child will want to get a sense of mastering it himself. His world still makes sense only as it relates to him. In order to understand, he may have to act, to use his body, to see his body make things happen, and also hear his questions answered. Neither limiting exploration nor giving free rein is right all the time. Parents will have to find a balance that they can tolerate and that fits their child’s style of learning.

One day, Marcy asked her father, “How do those people get inside the TV? Are they real people?” Mr. Jackson hardly knew how to answer her. “What a good question! Click the machine on and you’ve got a picture of those people. When you click it again they are gone. They are just play-acting for us, somewhere far away, and the TV show they’re acting is the picture. They’re real people, but they’re not inside the TV.” Marcy turned the television on and off. “Where do they go?” Father: “They are still there. You are seeing the picture of them. When you turn off the picture they go out of sight. But they’re still there somewhere. They’ll still be play-acting. But we won’t see them.” How could anyone understand this? Mr. Jackson’s fumbling answer didn’t seem adequate to him. Nor did it to Marcy. But he wanted to encourage her to ask such questions. What should he do? His goal was not to try to help her understand completely, but to encourage her inquisitive wondering. Many parts of our lives are complex and difficult to understand at any age. If Marcy’s father joins her with his own wonder, she is unlikely to give up on her curiosity. Turning it on and off helped her master the question. Answers were only a tease.
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(As a child I wondered, in the days before television, where the people in the family radio were. My younger brother and I took the whole thing apart to find out. When my mother came home and found the treasured radio in pieces on the floor, we sheepishly explained, “We were looking for the announcer.” I remember how hard she tried to hide her smile.)

Tim was sitting on the porch with his father. A caterpillar fell off a tree onto the table where they sat. He and his father watched as the caterpillar humped himself across the table. “Look at him go,” Tim whispered excitedly. Mr. McCormick admired Tim’s intent observing and said coyly, “Tim, how do you know this caterpillar is a boy?” Tim answered quickly, “Oh, it’s a boy.” “How can you tell?” “His hair sticks up straight—just like mine.”

Gender Differences

Three-year-olds understand things in concrete terms that are based on their perceptions; one visible characteristic is enough to put something in one category. Genital differences are out of sight most of the time, so they are not uppermost in the minds of three-year-olds. If he were pressed to name the differences between a boy and a girl, Tim would refer to the attributes he sees the most: “Long hair. Girls have dresses, boys don’t. Girls play with dolls, boys don’t.” Simple characteristics distinguish important differences.

An important realization for a three-year–old is that everyone is a boy or a girl, and they are different. “How do you tell if it’s a girl?” “Because she’s not a boy.” “But how do you know?” “I just look.” “Is Mommy a girl?” “No, she’s a mommy!” “Well, who is a girl?” “Susie.” “Is Daddy a boy?” “No, silly. He’s a daddy.” “Who is a boy?” “Me”.

A three-year-old knows that boys and girls aren’t alike, and never will be, although he can coyly say, “When I grow up I want to be a girl.” He knows, and he knows we know.

Who presents the most obvious, living differences? Mommy and Daddy. No wonder one of the first jobs in a three-year-old’s quest for himself and his gender is to learn about Mommy and Daddy, and to recognize their different meanings to him.

The differences have been there from the beginning. Fathers and mothers have different rhythms. As early as two months of age, babies learn their parents’ differences in communication and play. From early infancy, babies react with surprise and delight to a change in their expectation of the rhythm they have learned to interact with. They can distinguish mother and father through the rhythm patterns of their interactions.

When her baby is six to eight weeks old, a mother will act in a certain way as she plays with him. If he is nestled in a baby chair, she’ll sit down quietly in front of the
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