» ecently, | saw a brochure from
3 a firm in California that an-
&y nounced to new parents: “If
“E you invest $60 a month in our
educational products, we will guarantee
your baby a 10-point gain in his or her
1.Q. by the time he or she enters first
grade!” In other words, for $4,320, par-
ents could anticipate that six years later,
their child would achieve a meaningless
10-point gain on an intelligence test,
which has 16 points of testing error! But
parents could also feel that they were
doing everything possible to help their
child prepare for the inevitable com-
petition in school. The company prom-
ised materials that would teach the
child to write his name by the age of 18
months, to write a letter to Grandma by
the age of 2 and to read anything by
3 years old. What new parents wouldn't
welcome such a program—unless they
" were aware that it could put unneces-

sary pressure on their child?

One of the reasons that early-learning
offers hold such appeal these days is
that parents are acutely aware of the
competition their children will face in
later years. They feel pressure is re-
quired to ensure a successful life and
career. And when an answer to this need
comes in the mail, it's hard to resist.

Fueling this trend toward early edu-
cation is the recent awareness that
babies have marvelous capacities to
make choices and to learn quickly. Ten
years ago, parents didn't know that new-

born babies make choices—for female -

_ Contributing editor T. Berry Brazelton. AM.D.,

i is associate professor of pediatrics at Harvard
Medical School and chief of the Child Devel-
opment Unit at the Boston Children’s Hospital
Medical Center. He is the author of Infants
and Mothers, Toddlers and Parents, On
Becoming a Family. To Listen to a Child and
Working and Caring.

It's only natural to want your child to
get a head start on learning. But if
you push too far too fast, you might 3
qctually make it harder for himto ~
achieve. BY T. BERRY BRAZELTON, M.D.

versus male voices at birth, for their
mother's breast smells versus another
mother’s by seven days, for their
mother's face by two weeks and for their
father's face by three weeks. What rich
soil to plant with early-learning patterns!

In addition, parents hear that there
are increasingly popular schools of edu-
cation that advocate training 2- and
3-year-olds to read, do arithmetic, speak
foreign languages and play musical in-
struments. At least one institution in

THE RIGHT WAY TO HELP
YOUR CHILD LEARN

As a parent, your most important role
is to nurture and support your child’s
excitement in learning for himself.
Rather than teaching him all the time
or making him self-conscious by insist-
ing he show off what he knows, learn’
to read the signs coming from him that
show he is ready to take on a new
task. To gouge how well your child is .
learning, ask yourself: +- 2 foe i
e Does he look excited or tense when |
he’s learning something new?2 ~ %
e Does he constantly look to me for
reassurance that he's “doing it right”¢
e |s he seeking new ideas independ-
ently, or must | provide each new step?
e |s he creative in working out prob-
lems or easily frustrated and de-
pendent on me fo give him answers?
e Are the tasks he performs appropri-
ate to his age, or are they chead of his
stoge of developmente =~
e Does he get along with children his
own age, or do other children shy
away from him?2 5
If you can watch for the things your
child wants to learn, then join in by
encouraging him to master them, you
will help him build the confidence he'll
need to accept challenges and learn
new skills throughout his life.

Philadelphia, originally dedicated
teaching impaired children, has gener
alized its techniques to include earl:
training of normal children. It points t
remarkable successes by toddlers in
range of scholastic achievements.

It's true that babies can be taught t
perform earlier if parents’ attention i
focused on just one line of developmen
Psychologist Philip Zelaszo, when h
was at Harvard, proved that motor stirr
ulation by parents in the first months ¢
a baby's life produced significant gain
in reaching patterns as well as sittin
and walking during the first year. Babie
who were practiced. he showed, walke
earlier than those who were not prac
ticed. And at Yale in the early 1960
psychologist O.K. Moore advocate
teaching toddlers to read and write.

In scholastically oriented Cambridg:
Massachusetts, many of the families i
my practice were excited by Moore’
suggestions. Using powerful technique
of encouragement for an average of tw
to three hours a day, they were able
get their 3-year-olds to read. One litt
girl's mother told me: "She loves to rea
As long as I'm there to encourage he
she can read a whole page from tt
Bible without getting tired.” When
observed this child's “reading skills
I noticed that indeed she could read-
but she read in a {lat. rather lifeless wi
and stopped after every other word ft
approval from her parent. She certain
was proud when she finished her rea
ing ‘exercises, but she was also emu
tionally drained. :

By the age of 4. prodigies such as th.
little girl could read from encyclopedia
They didn't seem to comprehend ti
words they read. but they could re:
ahead of their classmates, and they ea
ily became the teacher's pets. But 1
second grade, this ability to read was 1
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longer so precocious, for the other children were rapidly
catching up. By third grade, the others had caught up, and a
surprising phenomenon began to appear: The ea.r]y readers .
were not learning new, flexible techmques‘{qr reading or other
learning skills. They seemed to be "‘stuc_:k in that rather flat,
lifeless way of reading and of learning in ggneral. |

Not only were they unexcited about learning, but‘ as they fel
behind their classmates, they also lost the teacher's approval.
That proved disastrous, for they had come to depe_nd on adult
approval for their self-confidence. When they lost it, they were
left without any way of fueling themselves for future learning.
They fell behind in school and began to have emotional prob-
lems. A few seemed to pull themselves together and caught up
with their classmates, but many needed ther.apy to get out of
their slump. It seemed to me that in e_’.ar!y childhood they had
become accustomed to being “specxal" to adults, and when
they lost their “star status,” they were in trouble. )

Another negative aspect of teaching young.chlldren ad-
vanced skills that seemed to me even more Serious was tl:lat
the patterns that had served those children in early learning
did not adapt well to later learning. The earlier patterns were
too rigid to bend to the growing demapds tbat meVItab'Iy were
placed on them. The flat, lifeless voices in early childhood
predicted a lack of inner excitement later. As we began to see

. the results of these early teaching methods in Cambridge at

the end of the 1960's, we gave them up. [ doubt that any of the
parents who were sO caught up with early learning in those
days would recommend it to new parents now. ‘

Perhaps the greatest danger in such programs s that they're
likely to be adult-oriented rather than child-oriented. All too

easily parents can take away their child's inner motivation for

learning by playing to his need for approval. There age twg
{orces that fuel a child's eagerness to learn. First, t erelz =
the inner excitement that comes from hls_havmg a gola t| !
mind and striving to achieve it. When he_fma}ly comgveteh
the task, the excitement he feels shows in his face. adc
a child who's trying to walk. He will practice the steips ¢ i)sf
and night. He will demand that you walk him for as O'nahis
you will. When he does walk alone, the exc1temental.n
face as he toddles from place to plac'e represer}ts_th(_ inner
excitement of having achieved it /u.m.self.."l"hls is ths‘lzs';
sence of feeling self-competent, and it is critical toachi

developing a good self-image.

: d source of motivation comes from those
A gfozenilophe child. As he works to achieve a new tasll;z
gl his parents encourage him. They help him t% wahe,
they approve when he tries it alone; they c_heer ‘l; e;: :
takes his first step. In this role, they are acting as backup
to the child’s own efforts. They do not tak_e the v1ctorydawrz:§
from him. He must do it himsell a'n(.i at his owrl spee 1,kz_x -
his parents are likely to respect his inner clock for wa mﬁ;
One mother | know did start teaching her baby to ‘Zﬁ [
when the baby was just 6 weeks old. Later, she told n;‘e ha
her drive to have Kathy walk early stemmed {rom zfm?\g
lost a baby just before Kathy. In her unresolved gneli{sbe
saw Kathy as safe only when shf: was abl_e to wa d tZ)
hersell. So, her mother put her in an upng.h.t swing °
bounce on her feet at 6 weeks; Kathy was cruising ar(l)s.nﬂ
in a walker at 3 months and by 7 months, she was }vzi 1tr}a
alone. But when she walked, shg looked like a l}l:'tshlr;
soldier, locking her body into a rigid stance and jerking ;:e
arms and legs out in front of her. In this position, s :
ouldn't stop and start again or turn around or carry any

C .
thing in her hands while <he was walking. She had learned
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to walk early to meet her mother’s needs. but the cost of such
an early achievement was obvious. Not until she was 3 years
old. did she finally learn to walk normally.

In the more cognitive learning areas, such as reading or
writing. the difference between pressure and supportiveness
is not always so clear to parents. The problem is how to tell -
when you are pushing too hard. and the answer is in learning
to read your child’s signals. Watch him for signs of inner
excitement as he achieves each new task. Does he keep look-
ing at you, anxious for approval? Or does he look elated about -
having learned something for himself?
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ne of the most obvious patterns you can see. even in
a newborn, which exemplifies this inner excitement |
speak of, occurs as a new haby comes from sleeping to
waking. If he wakens too quickly, he might lose control and
start crying, and in his uncontrolled crying state, he'd be
unable to pay attention to the things around him.

Instead. he roots around in his crib until he sets off a reflex
called the “tonic neck reflex,” which looks as if he's fencing
with his face, one arm and one leg extended, the other arm
and leg flexed up against his body. He then uses this reflex to
to set off a second reflex called the "Babkin reflex.” in which
his head goes forward to meet his flexed arm and to mouth his
hand. A third reflex of finding his thumb or fingers is (ollowed
by insertion of his thumb, and a fourth. sucking reflex. As the —_
baby sucks successfully on the fingers he's just gotten into his
mouth, he shows how proud of himsell he is by looking off in
the distance. ready to observe and to listen. He looks as if he's
just mastered his whole world! This look of inner success:
becomes the goal for parents. When you see that look on your
baby's face. you know a learning experience has been re-
warding (o him.

It's important that a baby feel this way about his achieve”
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ments in all three areas of development—motor (physical
skills such as walking), cognitive (mental abilities, iLe.,
reading and writing) and social (getting along with others),
and parents should know that these skills develop simulta-
neously. If one line of development is placed out of propor-
tion, the child will not have a chance to learn the other two.
A child who is pushed too early into learning cognitive
skills may fail in his ability to cope socially with his peers.

In fact, it is probably more important for a child of 2, 3
and 4 to learn about himself and others than it is for him
to prepare for school. Instead of concentrating on how well
a child can read or write, add or subtract, I'd watch for
signs of generosity and thoughtfulness toward other chil-
dren as opposed to his being too selfish. Although the
second year is naturally a sell-centered one, il a child's
social skills are developing properly, he should start con-
sidering others and wanting their approval by age 3 or 4.

Being precocious is not likely to make for a well-rounded
child or even for one who is acceptable to his classmates.
When straining so hard to master tasks that are beyond his
age level, he may not have the time or emotional energy left
over to care whether they like him or whether he likes
them. He may become too self-centered, too self-critical
and, ultimately, too emotionally upset to deal successfully
with the realities of living. And that's not what caring par-
ents would ever want for their child. x
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FOR FURTHER READING
The Hurried Child, by David Elkind (Addison Wesley); The
First Three Years of Life, by Burton L. White (Prentice-Hall);
Toddlers and Parents, by T. Berry Brazelton (Addison Wes- )
ley); “Bringing Up Superbaby,” Newsweek (March 28, 1983).
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longer so precocious, for the other children were rapidly
""tzhing up. By third grade, the others had caught up, and a
-prising phenomenon began to appear: The equy readers .
were not learning new, flexible techr‘l‘lques‘go.r reading or otfk;etr
learning skills. They seem;c} ftcl) be .stu.ck ggét:;t rather flat,
i of reading and of learning in .
m?\llistsomz;ywere they gnexcited about learning, buE as they felll
behind their classmates, they also lost the teacher’s approcxl/al£
That proved disastrous, for they had come to depe:ndhon adu
approval for their sell-confidence. When they lost it, they were
lelt without any way of {ueling themselves for future learmng.
They fell behind in school and began to have emotional p;lro -
lems. A few seemed to pull themselves together and caught u.p(
with their classmates, but many n.eeded therapy to get OUrE od
their slump. It seemed to me thatin s.:arl}y childhood they ha
| become accustomed to being “spemal‘ to adults, and when
they lost their "star status,” they were In trouble. 2
Another negative aspect of teaching young_chlldren ad-
vanced skills that seemed to me even more serious was tpat
the patterns that had served those children in early learning
did not adapt well to later learning. The earlier patterns were
too rigid to bend to the growing demands that inevitably were
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and leg (lexed up against his body. He then uses this reflexto
to set olf a second reflex called the "Babkin reflex.” in which
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