FACILITATOR NOTES

for Primary School work with

Teachers, Parents & Children
“Understanding Behaviors”
[Prepared by Bonita Harris, for ChildLinK, 2020]

Understanding why a child is difficult or disruptive is the
first and most important part of helping him or her.

The deeper problems of primary education
cannot be solved in the schools.
They are the problems of communities.
This means planning for education around the lives of
parents as well as children.
[The Lives of Children, George Dennison]

The what, how, why, and who of teaching
The question we most commonly ask is the “what” question – what subjects shall we teach? When
the conversation goes a bit deeper, we ask the “how” question – what methods and techniques are
required to teach well?
Occasionally, when it goes deeper still, we ask the “why” question – for what purposes and
to what ends do we teach?
But seldom, if ever, do we ask the “who” question – who is the self that teaches?
How does the quality of my selfhood form – or deform – the way I relate to my students, my
subject, my colleagues, my world? …
Good teachers are in touch with themselves, their students, subjects, and help wholeness flourish
We cannot hope to reform education, Parker Palmer argues, if we fail to cherish and challenge ‘the
human heart that is the source of good teaching.’
For Parker Palmer, good teaching is rather more than technique: ‘good teaching comes from
the identity and integrity of the teacher.’ This means that they both know themselves and that they
are seeking to live life as well as they can.
Good teachers are, thus, connected, able to be in touch with themselves, with their students
and their subjects – and act in ways that further flourishing and wholeness.

[from To Know As We Are Known and The Courage to Teach, Parker J. Palmer]

The love of nurturing and observing growth in others
is essential to sustaining a life of teaching.
This implies that no matter what you teach
or how you present yourself to your learners,
you have to be on the learners’ side and
believe that they can and will grow during the time you have together,
[Herbert Kohl]
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Twelve-Session Plan for ChildLinK “Understanding Behaviors” Programme
General Objective: To promote behavior change by facilitating an understanding of behaviors
Methodology: Reflective, Respectful, Experiential, Interactive, and Participatory

Session #1: Three-Hour Staff Development and Planning Session

Specific Objectives:
1. To engage staff with the general and specific objectives, content, methodology, and planning for the
Twelve-Session “Understanding Behaviors” Programme as outlined below:
o One after-school session for teachers and parents of Grade X children
o Five classroom school-time 1-hour sessions with Grade X children
o Two classroom school-time sessions with Grade X parents and children
o Two after-school sessions with Grade X parents and teachers; and
o One after-school session with all staff at end of ChildLinK Programme
2. To learn from staff the child and parent behaviors they find most troubling
3. To engage teachers in reflecting on factors shaping human behaviors
4. To enable teachers to understand why the shift from pre-school to primary is challenging

Session #2: Three-Hour After-School Session for Teacher/Parents of Grade X Children

Specific Objectives:
1. To introduce parents of Grade X children to the objectives, content, methodology, and programme plan
2. To enable teacher and parents to hear from one another about the behaviors that are most troubling,
and some of the underlying reasons
3. To increase awareness of factors shaping behaviors by having participants assess their self knowledge
4. To introduce participants to the five reasons why children are punished for wrongdoing
5. To get commitments from five to ten parents to attend one or two classroom ChildLinK facilitated
school-time sessions with children of Grade x

Sessions #3 to #7: Five 1-Hour Class Time Sessions with Children

Specific Objective for Session #3:
1. To introduce children to the ChildLinK “Understanding Behaviors’ programme, have them reflect on their
lives, give thanks for the good things, and send love where needed
Specific Objective for Sessions #4 and #5:
2. To enable each child to note significant events in his/her life, learn more about self, and parents
Specific Objective for Sessions #6 and #7:
3. To enable children to share some of what they have learned about themselves and parents

Sessions #8 & #9: Two 1-Hour-Class Sessions with Children and Parents/Caregivers

Specific Objectives:
1. To enable children to respectfully communicate their thoughts and feelings to caregivers
2. To enable children to hear the thoughts, feelings, and experiences of adults who are caregivers

Session #10: Final 1-Hour-Class Time Session with Children

Specific Objective:
• To get feedback from children on their thoughts and feelings about the ChildLinK programme

Session #11: Final Two-Hour After-School Session with Grade X Parents and Teachers

Specific Objectives:
1. To enable parents and teachers to exchange information on changes and experiences with programme
2. To respond to issues raised by the adults present, share feedback received from children, provide
additional information on behaviors across the gender spectrum, review behavior change process

Session #12: Final Two-Hour After-School All-Staff Development Session

Specific Objectives:
1. To enable Grade X teacher to report to colleagues on feedback from children and parents since start of
ChildLinK “Understanding Behaviors” programme and make recommendations
2. To enable other teachers to share their thoughts, feelings, and anything said and done with respect to
the materials, exercises, and experiences with ChildLinK programme
3. To enable ChildLinK facilitator to share experiences with staff
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FACILITATOR NOTES

For Twelve-Session Plan, ChildLinK “Understanding Behaviors” Programme
General Objective: To promote behavior change by facilitating an understanding of behaviors
Methodology: Reflective, Respectful, Experiential, Interactive, and Participatory

 Note to Facilitator: Reproduce copies of resources (as handouts) on why children find the transition from
pre-school to primary challenging, the Notes on Behavior and Behavior Change, and the notes on dyslexia
and dyscalculia for teachers to take away and reflect on after the session.

Session #1: Three-Hour Staff Development and Planning Session

Specific Objectives:
1. To engage staff with the general and specific objectives, content, methodology, and planning
for the Twelve-Session “Understanding Behavior” Programme:
 Facilitator to introduce self, ChildLinK and its mission and work to date, note the behavior
issues facing many of our schools, present general objective of the ChildLinK “Understanding
Behavior” Programme, duration of the Programme, content, methodology, and specific
objectives of each of the 12 sessions and proposed session times, outlined below:
o One after-school session for teachers and parents of Grade X children
o Five classroom school-time 1-hour sessions with Grade X children
o Two classroom school-time sessions with Grade X parents and children
o Two after-school sessions with Grade X parents and teachers; and
o One after-school session with all staff at end of ChildLinK Programme
 Facilitator to note that this is the first of the 12 sessions planned
 Facilitator to organize teachers in pairs and threes to discuss and raise any issues on any
aspect of the programme plan as presented
 Facilitator to note issues raised and facilitate a resolution that meets the concerns of all
involved
2. To learn from staff the child and parent behaviors they find most troubling
 Facilitator to have each teacher write a list of the five boy behaviors they find most troubling
 Facilitator to have each teacher write a list of the five girl behaviors they find most troubling
 Facilitator to have each teacher write a list of the five parent/caregiver (by gender)
behaviors they find most troubling
 Collect the lists. Explain that the lists will help ChildLinK in addressing gender-specific
behaviors, but the programme will start by trying to understanding behaviors generally
3. To engage teachers in reflecting on factors shaping human behaviors
 Facilitator to organize teachers in pairs/threes to discuss reasons why human beings behave
in the ways they do
 Facilitator to have one representative from each small group share thoughts and feelings of
the group
 Facilitator to note valid points made from time to time, add important points not mentioned
by any group, and remind teachers that children are small developing human beings
 Facilitator to distribute handout on “Understanding Behaviors and Behavior Change” and ask
teachers to read and study for homework, and discuss with colleagues before the next
session
4. To enable teachers to understand why the shift from pre-school to primary is challenging
 Facilitator to draw attention to the final objective of this session and organize teachers in
pairs to discuss, and then share, the reasons why children find primary school challenging
 Facilitator to add to the discussion by facilitating session as outlined in material
 Facilitator to distribute handout on the ‘shift from pre-school to primary’ for teachers to
take away, reflect on, and discuss how they can make their classroom, and the primary
school. a more comfortable and loving environment for children with challenges.
2

Session #2: Two-Hour After-School Session for Teacher/Parents of Children of Grade X
 Note to Facilitator: Prepare 1” squares of paper for participants, copies of self-awareness questionnaire,

and if not able to quickly draw the Sever Shaper diagram, prepare diagram on a sheet of flip chart paper
beforehand and walk with tape or tacks. Prepare copies of 30 Discipline Tips for parents to take away.

Specific Objectives:
1. To introduce parents of Grade X children to the objectives, content, methodology, and plan
 Teacher of the Grade to introduce ChildLinK facilitator and programme to parents present
 Facilitator to add information not covered in Grade teacher’s introduction, introduce self
and ChildLink, behavior issues facing schools, present general and specific objectives of the
ChildLinK “Understanding Behavior” Programme, duration, content, methodology, and times
2. To enable teacher and parents to hear from one another about the behaviors that are most
troubling, and some of the underlying reasons
 Facilitator to organize parent and caregiver participants in pairs to discuss the girl and boy
behaviors they find most troubling and what they think are the reasons for the behaviors
 Facilitator to have one representative from each pair to share group’s thoughts and feelings
 Facilitator to ask Grade teacher to add personal and staff thoughts, feelings, and ideas
 Facilitator to add experts’ thoughts, feelings, and ideas on behaviors
3. To increase awareness of factors shaping behaviors by having participants assess selfknowledge
 Facilitator to tell participants that they will be marking themselves for self-knowledge, that
is, how well they think they know themselves.
 Facilitator to distribute a 1” square of paper to each participant
 Facilitator to have participants write and share with person sitting next to them, how many
marks they gave themselves (out of 10) for self-knowledge. One out 10 means they know
very little about themselves; 10 out 10, means they know everything about themselves
 Facilitator to note self-assessment of self-knowledge marks by having all the 10s out 10 to
raise their hands, then the 9s out of 10, until everyone has shared. Compliment low scorers.
 Facilitator to identify those who gave themselves high marks and ask each, beginning with
the highest scorer, about his/her amygdala, or prefrontal cortex (parts of the brain that
shape behaviors) and then, how well (out of 10) they would say they know mother, father,
and each grandparent (persons whose genetic material they are made of; persons whose
nature, nurture, and other factors shaped them throughout the lives, from egg/sperm
 Facilitator to explain to participants that the reason for this exercise was to make parents,
caregivers, and teacher realize how little they actually know about themselves, so they can
better understand how little they know about others, including their own children.
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 Facilitator to draw behavior diagram to show ‘behavior’ as an external sign or symptom (as,
for example, sneezing, coughing, runny nose, fever is a symptom of cold, flu, or virus) of
something wrong inside the body, that is not visible to others, but that the person might be
feeling without knowing exactly what is going on or why.
 Facilitator to present Seven Shaper model on chalkboard or flipchart sheet, introduce and
explain each shaper to participants, and explain how shapers interact with one another.
 Facilitator to assign participants in pairs, one of the shapers, to discuss how the assigned
shaper influences/affects/shapes behaviors of boys and girls similarly and differently
 Facilitator, after hearing from each pair, to correct where necessary, and use additional
information to raise levels of awareness of factors shaping boy and girl behaviors
 Facilitator to note how different shapers affect children’s learning and learning behaviors.
 Examples may include children not feeling well, being abused or bullied at home or
school and can’t tell a responsible parent, wanting to go to the toilet but afraid to ask or
afraid to go there by self, menstruating girls fearing leakages; hunger or thirst or fear of
teacher, or parent, or failure, of threats from others, anxiety or worry about self or loved
one, thinking or told she/he too stupid to learn, brain-specific and other-specific abilities
and disabilities diagnosed or undiagnosed; brain damage before, during, or after birth;
drama or violence in the home or family; past experiences; future expectations …
 Facilitator to assign all participants homework to continue and deepen self knowledge
 To better understand themselves, their parenting/teaching and other behaviors
 To model responsible ‘homework’ behaviors to their children and demonstrate that they
truly value education and understand its importance
 Facilitator to distribute Self Awareness Homework Questionnaire
 (Note: Parents/Caregivers should write their responses on a separate sheet of paper or
dictate their responses for someone to write for them. Other caregivers in the home,
including siblings who do childcare, should also be urged to do the questionnaire.)
4. To introduce participants to the five reasons why children are punished for wrongdoing
 Facilitator to ask participants to think of, and share with the group, anything ‘wrong’ that
children do, and are punished for, that they, as adults, never do or have never done
 If, for example, someone says, “tell lies,” ask the person if they have never told a lie or
stole (picked up a pen or paper, not theirs, without asking permission). Explain that the
underlying reasons for lying or stealing need to be discovered and addressed.
 The idea is to listen carefully, and thoughtfully, to rebut successfully, what you hear. Big
do, and have done, everything, children do.
 Bring to participants’ attention that the prefrontal cortex, the part of the brain that is
responsible for the behaviors listed below, does not fully develop until about age 25.
 Self-regulation; social behavior; reasoning; decision making; getting things done in a
timely manner, for example, starting homework early enough to complete, or
getting everything done to be ready for school; control over the execution of
deliberate actions; targeting attention; problem solving; planning and carrying out
activities from start to finish
 Processes in working memory (working memory is short-term memory for carrying
out home tasks with different steps such as washing clothes or school tasks such as
addition or multiplication or composition writing)(As people get older, their working
memory can fail as they forget whether they took their tablets or left the iron on)
 Facilitator lists and discusses the five real reasons that children get hit for or otherwise
punished for wrongdoing: (1) society, (2) training, (3) power, (4) lack of parenting/teaching,
relationship management, problem-solving, and conflict resolution skills, and (5) lack of selfmanagement skills for coping with personal stress, issues, problems, and crises
 Note to Facilitator: Distribute handouts on 30 Discipline Tips
5. To get commitments from five to ten parents to attend sessions with children of Grade x
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Sessions #3 to #7: Five 1-Hour ChildLinK Facilitated Class Time Sessions with Children
 Note to Facilitator: Bring writing paper to session for children to write answers to 30 ‘Opening Up”
questions; bring example of completed Lifeline to share with children, and prepare and bring Lifeline blank
formats with years 1 to 15 along the bottom edge for children to write the year of their birth, and list
succeeding years. There should be a generous space before the year of the child’s birth so that each child
can imagine and find out about the life of their parents and caregivers before they were born. It is probably
good to plan on two copies per child so that children who want to re-do the exercise can do so.

Specific Objective for Session #3:
1. To introduce children to the ChildLinK “Understanding Behaviors” programme, have them
reflect on their lives, give thanks for the good things, and send love where needed
 Facilitator to introduce children to the ChildLinK programme, have children sit up with spine
straight, feet flat on ground, hands on thighs with palms facing up, eyes closed, breathe in
and out, and offer thanks for the good things in their lives, silently naming them one by one
 Gently mention giving thanks for life, for breath; thanks for eyes to see, ears to hear,
mouth to speak, nose to smell with, brain to think with, a neck to hold up our heads,
hands to do things and write with, feet to take us where we need and want to go
 After about two or three minutes of silence, have children open their eyes
 Facilitator to introduce ‘opening up questionnaire,’ and organize children to write answers
to questions on their lives. (See list of 30 questions to get children to ‘open up.’)
 Facilitator to collect answer sheets while children share in pairs some of what they wrote
 After a few minutes of sharing, have children in pair groups discuss, decide, and share with
the rest of the class, the three worst things they think can happen to a child
 After each pair has shared their ‘three worst things,’ have children who have
experienced any one of the three to raise their hands.
 Facilitator to have children sit up, close their eyes as before, take a few deep breaths, and
express silent gratitude for the good in their lives, the bad that has not happened to them,
and send love to those who have suffered any of the ‘worst’ things described
Specific Objectives for Sessions #4 and #5:
2. To enable each child to note significant events in his/her life, learn more about self, parents
and caregivers
 Facilitator to share session objective and explain Lifeline exercise with ChildLinK examples
 Facilitator to provide children with Lifeline outline: from before birth to subsequent years
 To begin drawing Lifelines showing how their lives went up or down as a result of things
that happened to them or about them, e.g., births, deaths, migration, fire, abuse, losses,
separation, neglect
 To complete their Lifelines for homework, with assistance from parents, caregivers, and
older siblings on life events and experiences they may not know of or may not recall
 To find out from their parents and caregivers what their lives were like before, and
since, their parenting work
Specific Objectives for Sessions #6 and #7:
3. To enable children to share some of what they have learned about themselves and parents
 Facilitator to organize children in pairs to share their Lifelines or life experiences
 Facilitator to ask for one or two ‘not so good experiences’ and two (or more, as many as
time allows) ‘great and good experiences’ with the homework assignments
 Facilitator to remind children about the objective of the Programme and have children take
turns sharing what they learned about possible reasons why they and the older persons in
their lives (parents, other caregivers, teachers) behave as they do
 Facilitator to add behavior-related insights from time to time as children share
 (Note to Facilitator: Prepare children for the upcoming sessions where they will be hearing
from, and sharing their thoughts and feelings respectfully to the parents who attend. Discuss
the importance of being sensitive about sharing what they have learned about one another.)
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Sessions #8 & #9: Two 1-Hour-Class Sessions with Children and Parents/Caregivers
Specific Objectives:

1. To enable children to respectfully communicate things they feel parents should know
 Facilitator to remind parents of the objective and methodology of the ChildLinK
“Understanding Behaviors” programme, and brief them on what has been done so far
 Facilitator to organize children to take turns sharing things they feel parents should know.
2. To enable parent/caregivers to share their thoughts, feelings, and experiences with children
 Facilitator to model by sharing her/his thoughts, feelings, what was said and done, and
experiences before and after becoming parents or caregivers with responsibilities for
children; or, if not yet a parent, what he/she thinks and feels about becoming a parent
 Facilitator to organize parents to take turns sharing their thoughts, feelings, and experiences
before and after becoming parents or caregivers with responsibilities for children
 Facilitator to use insights from quotes below to increase levels of caregiver self-awareness
 Facilitator, at the end of sessions with children and parents, should ask one child to give
thanks to parents on behalf of the class, for everything they have done for them.
 Facilitator, at end of each session, should, on behalf of all parents/caregivers, thank those






who attended and supported their children in finding out more about their lives,
who shared things about their lives that would have affected and shaped their children’s lives,
who engaged in examining their own behaviors, and how this may be affecting children,
who showed by example, the importance of homework, and taking their education seriously,
who have begun listening to their children, getting their children to open up about what is
happening in their lives, finding out what is behind and underneath children’s behaviors, instead
of hitting, or shouting, or verbally abusing children, and urge all to show love and affection to
children and make ‘homework’ an opportunity for bonding, not traumatizing, children with fear,
threats, or other toxic behaviors. Stress importance of parents approaching homework with love.
It is not what happens to you that is most important;
it is what you do with what happens to you that is most important.
[Epictetus, a Greek-born slave in 1st century Rome]
[

We can influence, but not change, the behaviors of others.
We can only change our own behaviors.
Usually, when we change, others around us start to change.
Even if they don’t change, we will become better persons.
The best place to begin practicing behavior change is at home among loved ones.
[Bonita Harris]

Finally, let us not forget that children live out in the world and inside their heads and hearts.
… Children devote much of their early life to collecting information,
developing beliefs, and building the basic attitudes on which they will live the rest of their lives.
[Necessary Losses, Judith Viorst]

The role modeling concept cannot be over-emphasized. …
By watching a person we admire in action, our brain takes in a cluster of skills, attitudes, and values.
We don’t need our role models to be great heroes – in some ways it is preferable to simply have people who
are accessible and whom we like. A child is a heat-seeking missile, and he or she will lock on to a range of
targets before downloading enough material to shape a personal identity.
[Raising Boys, Steve Biddulph]

 Facilitator to close each session with hugs after parent/children pairs face one another,
make eye contact, hand on heart, and repeat Parent Pledge, as led by facilitator.
I pledge to show love and care to all children,
my children and the children of others,
to help them grow up feeling safe and happy. I pledge never to hurt them in mind, spirit or body
by anything I say or do, but to teach and teach and teach and keep on teaching them
by my words and actions, forever and ever, always.
[Words of Parent Pledge by Kato, Kurukubaru, and Paramakatoi Parent Educator Groups, 2000]
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Session #10: Final 1-Hour Class Time Session with Children

Specific Objective:
To get feedback from children on their thoughts and feelings about the ChildLinK programme
 Facilitator to organize children in pairs to discuss and express their thoughts and feelings about
the ChildLinK “Understanding Behaviors” programme, and make recommendations
 Each pair to appoint one person to share what came up with the whole group
 Facilitator to record thoughts, feelings, and recommendations of children to share at final
session with parents and teachers; and report back to ChildLinK
 Facilitator to share with children these three important things about growing up in a family. Be
sure to outline the ‘various stages of life’ from before birth to newborn to elderly and death –
and everything in between.
Growing up in a family teaches us three crucial things:
How to live with, like, and even love people we did not choose and who do not share our interests;
what to expect from the various stages of life; and
what to look for, and stay away from, when we do get the chance to choose.
[Dorothy Dinnerstein & Bonita Harris]

Session #11: Final Two-Hour After-School Session with Grade X Parents and Teacher

Specific Objectives:
1. To enable parents and teacher to exchange information on changes and experiences since
start of programme
 Facilitator to organize parents in pairs to discuss and share their views on the ChildLinK
“Understanding Behaviors” programme, changes noted, and any concerns or questions
 Have one representative of each group share with the whole group
 Facilitator to invite Grade teacher to report on any changes and experiences noted since
start of ChildLinK programme and raise any outstanding issues or concerns
 Facilitator to record feedback from parents and teacher to report back to ChildLinK
2. To respond to issues raised by the adults, share feedback from children, provide additional
information on behaviors across the gender spectrum, and review the behavior change process
 Facilitator to respond helpfully with information and guidance on questions or issues raised
 Facilitator to share feedback from children
 Facilitator to restate importance of patience and adult role modeling for desired behaviors
and sustainable behavior change
 Facilitator to review key points on “Understanding Behaviors” and share the most important
behavioral differences between boys and girls – and the importance of not reacting and/or
over-reacting to behaviors before trying to understand what is responsible for the behavior.
 Facilitator to review the important elements of ‘learning’ contained in the quote below:
Learning is not just learning things, but learning the meaning of things.
Learning is learning to think. Learning should lead to change.
If there is no change; there has been no learning.
[Dewey, educator, 1859-1952]

 Facilitator to review the behavior change process, step by step, beginning with the ‘aware’
line and addressing its key aspects: self-awareness, other awareness, behavior awareness
THE BEHAVIOR CHANGE PROCESS
Aware
Concerned
Knowledgeable & Skilled
Motivated and Ready to Change
Trial Change of Behavior
Adopting, Maintaining, and Sustaining New Behaviour

[Successful behavior change means addressing barriers to change, enabling factors that help make change possible,
channels and sources of information crucial to change, and the benefits of change.]
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Session #12: Final Two-Hour After-School All-Staff Development Session
Specific Objectives:

Note to Facilitator: Behavior change requires awareness, knowledge, and skills. Please read, study,
re-read, and use the information here beyond the ChildLink “Understanding Behaviors” Programme
for Primary Schools. They are intended to guide all of your work with parents, teachers, and children.
1. To enable Grade X teacher to report to colleagues on feedback from children and parents since
start of ChildLinK “Understanding Behavior” programme and make recommendations
 Facilitator to thank Grade teacher for assistance with sessions held with children and
parents and invite teacher to share
 Thoughts and feelings about the “Understanding Behaviors” Programme, and
 The most important lessons about ‘behaviors’ for the class, staff, school as a whole, and
the parents/caregivers who participated.
2. To enable other teachers to share their thoughts, feelings, and anything said and done with
respect to the materials, exercises, and experiences with ChildLinK programme
 Facilitator to have teachers in pairs to share their thoughts, feelings, and recommendations
 Facilitator to have one member of each pair report on what came up to the whole group
 Facilitator to record thoughts, feelings, and recommendations shared
3. To enable ChildLinK facilitator to share experiences with staff
 Facilitator to share experiences with the programme not mentioned by others
 Facilitator to note that while no one can change anyone’s behavior, everyone can facilitate
behavior change in others, especially children, by consistently behaving well, especially
under trying circumstances
 Facilitator to commit to sharing with ChildLinK any follow-up requested and report back to
Headteacher about what might be possible
 Facilitator to thank Headteacher and staff for their participation in the Programme and wish
them all the best in the years ahead.
 Facilitator to close session with participants, in pairs, hand on heart, making and maintaining
eye contact with partner, and repeating mindfully, phrase-by-phrase, after the Facilitator,
the commitment at the bottom of this page.
 After the commitment, end with hugs and blessings.
… we have work to do.
It is imperative that we learn new skills,
listen more deeply to different points of view,
or learn to take a stand and speak with clarity of purpose
when the issues of our day or the issues at home call us to do so.
Our capacity for authenticity, genuine intimacy, and decent influence
or effective social action are earned moment by moment
through trial, error, commitment, and practice.
Learning communication, negotiation, and conflict resolution skills
takes time, patience, and effort.
Practice requires a clear intention, lots of repetition, and
a willingness to encounter the discomfort of the ego’s resistance
when its self-serving assumptions are challenged.
Practice involves valuing others and
their unique paths and perspectives,
in spite of what we perceive as their limitations and errors ….
Most important, we have to be willing to make our own dumb mistakes and …
try, try, again.
Practice, is by its nature, endless …

[from Everything Is Workable, A Zen Approach to Conflict Resolution, Diane Musho Hamilton]
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NOTES ON UNDERSTANDING BEHAVIOR AND BEHAVIOR CHANGE
First, you can’t begin to understand things like aggression, competition, cooperation, and empathy without
biology. … But just as important, second, you are just as much up the creek, if you rely only on biology …
And as a third point … you’ll see that it actually makes no sense to distinguish between aspects of
a behavior that are” biological” and those that would be described as, say “psychological” or “cultural.”
Utterly intertwined.
Understanding the biology of human behavior is obviously important.
Human behavior, human social behavior, and in many cases abnormal human social behavior … is a
subject involving brain chemistry, hormones, sensory cues, prenatal environment, early experience, genes,
both biological and cultural evolution, and ecological pressures, among other things. …
A behavior just occurred. Why did it happen?
Your first category of explanation is going to be a neurobiological one. What went on in that
person’s brain a second before the behavior happened?
Now pull out to a slightly larger field of vision, your next category of explanation, a little earlier in
time. What sight, sound, or smell in the previous seconds to minutes triggered the nervous system to
produce that behavior?
On to the next explanatory category:
What hormones acted hours to days earlier to change how responsive that individual was to the
sensory stimuli that trigger the nervous system to produce the behavior?
And by now you have increased your field of vision to be thinking about neurobiology and the
sensory world of our environment and short-term endocrinology in trying to explain what happened.
And you just keep expanding.
What features of the environment in the prior weeks to years changed the structure and function
of that person’s brain and thus changed how it responded to those hormones and environmental stimuli?
Then you go further back to the childhood of the individual, their fetal environment, then their
genetic make-up.
And then you increase the view to encompass factors larger than that one individual: How has
culture shaped the behavior of people living in that individual’s group? What ecological factors helped
shaped that culture? Expanding and expanding until considering events umpteen millennia ago and the
evolution of that behavior. …
Instead of trying to explain all of behavior with a single discipline (e.g., “Everything can be
explained with knowledge about this particular [take your pick] hormone/gene/childhood event”) we’ll be
thinking about a bunch of disciplinary buckets.
But something subtler will be done … when you explain a behavior with one of these disciplines, you
are implicitly invoking all the disciplines – any given type of explanation is the end product of the influences
that preceded it.
It has to work this way. If you say, “The behavior occurred because of the release of
neurochemical Y in the brain,” you are also saying, “The behavior occurred because the heavy secretion of
hormone X this morning increased the levels of neurochemical Y.”
You are also saying, “The behavior occurred because the environment in which that person was
raised made her brain more likely to release neurochemical Y in response to certain types of stimuli.”
And you are also saying, “… because of the gene that codes for the particular version of
neurochemical Y.”
And if you so much as whispered the word “gene,” you’re also saying, “… and because of the
millennia of factors that shaped the evolution of that particular gene.” And so on.
There are not different disciplinary buckets. Instead, each one is the end product of all the
biological influences that came before it and will influence all the factors that follow it.
Thus, it is impossible to conclude that a behavior is caused by a gene, a hormone, a childhood
trauma, because the second you invoke one type of explanation, you are de facto invoking them all. No
buckets. A “neurobiological” or “genetic” or “developmental” explanation for a behavior is just shorthand,
an expository convenience for temporarily approaching the whole multifactorial arc from a particular
perspective.

[extracted from the Introduction to Behave: The Biology of Human at Our Best and Worst, Robert M Sapolsky,
Professor of Biology and Neurology at Stanford University, 2017]
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[Factors Shaping Behavior, Tim Urban, September 4, 2019, from A Story of Stories.
A story is ‘the complete array of a human’s beliefs—their beliefs around values and morality, beliefs about their
environment and the broader world they live in, beliefs about what happened in the past and
what will happen in the future, their beliefs about the meaning of life and death.’]

THE BEHAVIOR CHANGE PROCESS
Aware
Concerned
Knowledgeable & Skilled
Motivated and Ready to Change
Trial Change of Behavior
Adopting, Maintaining, and Sustaining New Behavior

[Successful behavior change means addressing barriers to change, enabling factors that help make change possible,
channels and sources of information crucial to change, and the benefits of change.]

Your self is a complex, dynamic system ….
Countless forces are moving through it … the self changes with every shift of self awareness.
Awareness acts like an invisible force, the most powerful one in your body.
It moves energy ... Awareness can turn unhealthy energy into healthy energy entirely on its own.
[Reinventing the Body, Resurrecting the Soul, Deepak Chopra]

Behavior is not changed by knowledge alone. Young people need skills to put what they learn into practice.
Life skills – skills in negotiation, conflict resolution, critical thinking, decision making and communication –
are vital for young people. These skills help boys and girls learn to relate to one another as equals,
work in groups, build self-esteem, resolve disagreements peacefully and
resist both peer and adult pressure to take unnecessary risks.
[from Young People and HIV/AIDS, Opportunity in Crisis, UNICEF, UNAIDS/WHO}

Essential Elements for Achieving the Behavior Change We Want
Dream +

Skills +
Skills +

Dream +
Dream +
Dream +
Dream +

Skills +
Skills +
Skills +

Motivation +
Motivation +
Motivation +
Motivation +
Motivation +

Resources +
Resources +
Resources +

Action Plan >
Action Plan >
Action Plan >

Change
Confusion
Fear

Resources +

Action Plan >
Action Plan >

Complaining
Frustration
False Start

Resources +
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The energy for change comes from both the head and the heart.

[Locating the Energy for Change: An Introduction to Appreciative Inquiry, Charles Eliot]

“How does one become a butterfly?” she asked.
“You must want to fly so much that you are willing to give up being a caterpillar.”
[Hope for the Flowers, Trina Paulus]

Insight is crucial to change, but insight alone is not enough. It takes will and effort.
[How People Change, Allen Wheelis]

[

The secret of change is to focus all your energy, not on fighting the old, but on building the new.
[Socrates]

Change must be relationship-centered.
We don’t create change purely on the basis of the content of a policy.
We don’t create change purely on the basis of winning an argument or
winning a particular vote at a given time.
Change has something to do with who we’re going to choose to be, together, as the human family.
[The Moral Imagination, John Paul Lederach]

Your beliefs don’t make you a better person; your behavior does.
*
You can’t control your feelings; you can control your behaviors.
*
Your behavior is your responsibility.
No one can bring out the worst in you unless you let them.
*
Human behavior flows from three main sources: desire, emotion, and knowledge.
[Plato]

All human behavior is an attempt to get a need met.

[Marshall Rosenberg, PhD, Founder of the Centre for Non-Violent Communication]

Fortunately, most human behavior is learned observationally from modeling others.
[Albert Bandura]

Those who know better are expected to do better. Our parents did what they knew to do.
*
He who would learn to fly one day must first
learn to stand and walk and run and climb and dance; one cannot fly into flying.
[Friedrich Nietzsche]
[

*
Gender education and biology collaborate to make us who we are.
Adult expectations for girls’ and boys’ behaviors play an important role in shaping brain circuits …
The brain’s first organizing principle is clearly genes plus hormones,
but we can’t ignore the further sculpting of the brain that result from the interactions
with other people and with our environment.
A parent’s or caregiver’s tone of voice, touch, and words help organize
an infant’s brain and influence a child’s version of reality.
Scientists still don’t know exactly how much reshaping can occur to the brain nature gave us.
It runs against the grain of intuition, but some studies show that male and female brains
may have different genetic susceptibility to environmental influences.
Either way, we know enough to see that the fundamentally misconceived nature versus nurture debate
should be abandoned: child development is inextricably both.
[The Female Brain, Louann Brizendine, MD]

One of the things that a deprived childhood causes is problems with prefrontal cortex function.
So, somebody who has had an unstable home life
is more likely to have trouble with planning and organizing behavior
and with inhibiting impulses than somebody who has had a stable life.
[Welcome to Your Child’s Brain, Sandra Aamodt, neuroscientist]
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Violence begets violence.
We know that a child experiencing abuse
is more likely to see violence as normal, even acceptable ...
and more likely to perpetuate violence against his or her own children in the future.
If the trauma for children of societal violence is not addressed,
we open the door to problems that can last a lifetime ...
and spawn negative attitudes that can reverberate across a generation.
]

[from UNICEF Executive Director, Anthony Lake, 2014]

Everywhere we turn, we see male biology at work.
We face increased anti-social violence every day, by males, as the male brain and
its untrained, undisciplined testosterone do increasing damage in the world.
What can we do about male culture?
It will form whether we like it or not because the male brain will create it.
The question we must answer as parents, mentors, counselors and educators is this:
Will we guide it, or turn away from it in confusion and fear?
[The Wonder of Boys, Michael Gurian]

The psychological fall-out of violent behavior can be far-reaching and long-term.
Invariably the child nurtured in a violent environment matures into a violent adult
accepting violence as the only means of resolving grievances.
The abused child becomes the abusive adult,
and the ‘cycle of violence’ continues from one generation to another.
… a massive education campaign needs to be embarked upon to educate persons,
particularly young persons, that violent behavior is wrong, unacceptable and
a breach of one’s fundamental human rights.
[from Reflections and Opinions, Justice Desiree Bernard, 2018]

Youngsters traumatized by physical and sexual abuse or emotional neglect are
inextricably drawn into situations that replicate the original trauma.
The urge to resolve trauma through re-enactment can be severe and compulsive.
The bully, sex worker, sexually promiscuous, suicidal, self harming and other forms of
high-risk adolescent behavior usually indicates a history of early sexual abuse.
… These chronic destructive behaviors are a result of impairment in affect regulation
that undermine the whole psycho-biological system. …
Children who have been beaten or witness battering may repeatedly seek
abusive relationships or become perpetrators.
… bullies and their victims often suffer the common denominator of trauma’s grip.

[for more on trauma, acting-in and acting-out, see Peter A. Levine, Maggie Klein. Judith Herman, Bessel van der Kolk]

Our children do not choose to be born.
They do not choose their parents or other family members.
They cannot divorce parents or caregivers or relatives who cripple their growth and development.
They do not choose their homes or communities.
They do not choose their teachers.
So, when you are making choices that involves, or may involve, children
and when making decisions for children, be very, very, careful.
[Bonita Harris]

Discipline should be seen as an ongoing process for developing
competence, self control, and appropriate behaviors.
The surest means of promoting discipline and self-discipline
is when persons in supportive and supervisory roles
model competence, self control, and appropriate behaviors.
Self-discipline is the ultimate aim of orderliness in human behavior.
[Olga Bone, mother of Bonita Harris]

A child needs your love most when he deserves it least.
[Erma Bombeck]
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Getting children to open up about childhood experiences
 Note to Facilitator: You will need sheets of paper, preferably lined, for this exercise. Have
children write their names and the numbers 1 to 30 along the left-hand side. Read out the
following questions slowly allowing sufficient time for children to reflect on the question and
write their answers next to the number called. Tell them not to write the question, just the
answer. Re-read questions slowly again to allow children to fill in any blanks they have left.
• After collecting papers, have children share with a partner some of what came up or saying what
they were thinking and feeling. Probe and discuss #28 re ‘feel like crying’ vs ‘actual crying.’
• After children have shared during the session with parents, you can add (being careful not to
identify specific children) things they wrote but did not speak about to parents at the session.
• Explain to parents that they need to do more listening, and less ‘talking to’ children, so that
children can feel comfortable sharing their thoughts, feelings, and experiences with them. When
children feel their parents listening and paying attention to little things, like what they don’t like
to drink or what makes them happy; they are more likely to share about big and serious matters.
• Refer to incidents where children are bullied or hit or sexually abused but do not feel able to tell
their parents what happened, or only tell about what happened when it is too late for a medical
or other intervention that could have been helpful.
• Use information garnered from this exercise to identify children who may need counseling. When
sharing with teachers, remind them they are teaching a child, not a subject!
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.

What three things made you feel good when you were a little child?
What three things make you feel good now you are older?
What three things made you feel bad when you were a little child?
What three things make you feel bad now you are older?
What three things made you feel angry or vexed when you were a little child?
What three things make you feel angry or vexed now you are older?
What three things made you feel sad when you were a little child?
What three things make you feel sad now you are older?
What three things did you wish for as a small child?
What three things do you wish for now that you are older?
Who are the three persons you like best?
What three smells you liked as a child?
What three smells you did not like as a child?
What three sounds you liked as a child?
What three sounds you did not like as a child?
What three things you liked looking at or seeing as a child?
What three things you did not like looking at or seeing as a child?
What three things you like to eat?
What three things you do not like to eat?
What three things you like to drink?
What three things you do not like to drink?
What three things do you do to get what you want?
What three things used to make you laugh when you were a little child?
What three things make you laugh now you are older?
What three things used to frighten or scare you as a little child?
What three things frighten or scare you now that you are older?
What three things used to make you cry as a little child?
What three things make you cry or feel like crying now you are older?
What are three places where you liked being or going to as a small child?
What are three places where you do not like being or like going to now?
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Reasons why the shift from pre-school to primary school is challenging
1. Shift from home/first language to school/second language; shift from oral to written culture
•

Have participants share some of their experiences with this. An ‘oral’ culture is one where persons
communicate with one another by speaking and listening, rather than by writing.

2. Shift from the use of concrete objects to facilitate learning to the teaching of abstract concepts
and symbols
•

Discuss how the concept of addition can be ‘abstract’ until the child is able to actually add two objects
to one object to make three; and how the concept of subtraction is abstract until the child is able to
subtract or take away one object from a group of five objects and see for himself or herself that four
objects ‘remain.’ Even the concept of ‘remainders’ can be abstract until they understand that when
they subtract or divide, something might be left over or remain.

3. Shift from active participation and activity-based learning to a more passive role as a learner.
•

Have participants recount their main activities in primary school and what body parts were actually
active, as compared to their pre-school experiences

4. Shift from small group work to large classes requiring more independent learning.
•

•

Have participants share their experiences as children with instructions from teachers to ‘stop talking’
instead of being encouraged to share and communicate with their peers to give and get help.
Have participants note how the methodology (process) of this session or programme differs from
what they experienced in formal primary, secondary, or university level education.

5. Shift from informal learning through observation to a more restricted, structured, and rulebased environment
6. Shift from a personal, loving adult/child relationship to a more formal, less personal
adult/child relationship
7. Shift from greater focus on interests and needs of the child to greater focus on the demands
and requirements of the school and school system
•
•

Have participants examine specific ‘demands’ and ‘requirements’ of the primary school, and the
‘demands’ and ‘requirements’ of other learning and training institutions in our education system.
Have participants consult their experiences to understand and share some of the effects of these
‘demands and requirements’ on the ‘interests and needs’ of specific children.

8. Shift from emphasis on language comprehension to language production
•

Have participants discuss the various ways they were called on to ‘produce language’ during their
primary school years, the feelings associated with this; primary school teacher attitudes and
behaviors toward students who could not ‘produce’ on demand, on time, and in the way expected by
the teacher in charge, and the effects on students targeted and those observing.

9. Shift from emphasis on process to a greater emphasis on testing and results
•

Have participants identify feelings associated with tests, examinations, and awaiting results, during
childhood and later academic and day-to-day lives. Consider getting HIV tested, for example.

10. Shift of focus from the principles of holistic care and development and making learning fun to
a focus on subject-driven academic learning
•

Guyanese educator, Olga Bone, always urged teachers, ‘teach children, not subjects’ and ‘if a child
cannot learn in the way that you teach, teach in a way the child can learn.”
Greeting his pupils, the Teacher asked,
“What would you learn of me?”
And the reply came: “How shall we care for our bodies?
“How shall we rear our children?
“How shall we work together?
“How shall we live with other beings?
”How shall we play?
“For what ends shall we live?”
And the Teacher pondered these words and sorrow was in his heart,
for his own learning touched not these things.
[source unknown]
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Explaining ‘literacy’
Literacy involves understanding (comprehending), or making meaning of, what is around us. Different
forms of literacy include: language and mathematics literacy (usually called ‘numeracy’), literacy in the
arts, sciences; computer literacy and literacy in technology. Today, many young people are more
literate, that is, have more understanding and skills, in cell phone and computer than their elders.
Some persons may be literate in Akawaio or in another indigenous language but not in the
English language; or literate in English, but not in Patamona. A person who is born deaf may be literate
in sign language although he or she is not able to hear or speak in the usual way. A person may be
blind, but be literate in Braille, a special way of writing language using raised dots.
Literacy and numeracy skills contribute to “socio-economic development” and “developing
the capacity for social awareness and critical reflection” and is “the basis for personal and social
change.” A person is “functionally literate who can engage in all those activities in which literacy is
required for effective functioning and who can continue to use reading, writing, and calculating for his
or her personal and community development.” (UNESCO)

Explaining ‘numeracy’
Numeracy is the ability to apply maths concepts in all areas of life. Numeracy is more than the ability
to add, subtract, multiply, divide and use numbers. In early childhood, the development of numeracy
involves babies hearing the language of mathematics in play by singing number rhymes (One, two,
buckle my shoe ..) fitting 'smaller' boxes inside 'bigger' boxes, 'same', 'different', 'fast', 'slow', sorting,
pouring, measuring, – these are some of the pre-numeracy skills which we encourage our children to
develop. Numeracy skills involve understanding numbers, counting, solving number problems,
measuring, sorting, noticing patterns, adding and subtracting numbers and so on. We all need
numeracy and maths skills to do everyday things like:
•
•
•
•

Solve problems – for example, how many meters of cloth do I need for school uniforms?
Analyze and interpret information – for example, how many runs or goals my team needs to
beat the competition?
Understand patterns – for example, when in Georgetown, understanding how lot numbers run
in a Georgetown community such as Queenstown or Section K, Canje Street
Make choices – for example, should I buy a fridge or not? If I decide to buy, should I borrow from
a bank or a family member, save up, throw a box hand, buy it from a community shop or import
it from abroad?

Language skills and numeracy skills go hand in hand. Talking with children about maths concepts in
everyday activities will help them understand how and why maths is useful.
The best therapy for emotional blocks to math is the realization
that the human race took centuries or millennia
to see through the mist of difficulties and paradoxes
which instructors now invite us to solve in a few minutes.

[Lancelot Hogben, Mathematician, 1895-1975, the first Vice Chancellor of the University of Guyana]

Why is it that a child who has performed the really huge task of learning to speak,
should fail at the lesser task of learning to read?
[George Dennison, The Lives of Children,]

Children learn by observing, listening, exploring, experimenting, and asking questions.
Being interested, motivated and engaged in learning
is important for children when they start school. It helps if they understand why they're being taught
something.
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Dyslexia & Dyscalculia: Problems with Vision, Reading, Spelling, and Math
Dyslexia (dis-LEK-see-uh) is a learning problem that some children have. Dyslexia makes it hard to read
and spell. The problem is inside the brain, but it doesn't mean the child cannot learn. Many smart and
talented people struggle with dyslexia. Dyslexia doesn't have to keep a child down. With some help
and a lot of hard work, even a child with dyslexia can learn to read. To understand dyslexia, it helps to
understand how reading happens. A child needs to do the following steps all at once:
1. Understand the way speech sounds make up words.
2. Focus on printed marks (letters and words).
3. Connect speech sounds to letters.
4. Blend letter sounds smoothly into words.
5. Control eye movements across the page.
6. Build images and ideas.
7. Compare new ideas with what is already known.
8. Store the ideas in memory.
Children who have dyslexia struggle with the beginning steps, so that makes doing the rest of the steps
even harder. It's no surprise, then, that trying to read and dealing with dyslexia makes the child’s brain
get really tired, really fast. Here are some things to look out for:
• Complains of dizziness, headaches, or stomach aches while reading
• Confused by letters, numbers, words, sequences, or verbal explanations
• Reading or writing shows repetitions, additions, transpositions, omissions, substitutions, and
reversals in letters, numbers and/or words
• Complains of feeling or seeing non-existent movement while reading, writing, or copying
• Seems to have difficulty with vision, yet eye exams don't reveal a problem
• Extremely keen sighted and observant, or lacks depth perception and peripheral vision
• Reads and rereads with little comprehension
• Spells phonetically and inconsistently
Hearing and Speech
• Hears things not said or apparent to others; easily distracted by sounds
• Difficulty putting thoughts into words; speaks in halting phrases; leaves sentences incomplete;
stutters under stress; mispronounces long words; transposes phrases, words, and syllables when
speaking
Writing and Motor Skills
• Trouble with writing or copying; pencil grip is unusual; handwriting varies or is illegible
• Clumsy, uncoordinated, poor at ball or team sports; difficulties with fine and/or gross motor
skills and tasks; prone to motion-sickness
• Can be ambidextrous, and often confuses left/right, over/under

Dyscalculia
Dyscalculia (dis-CAL-CU-lee-ah) is a brain-based condition that makes it hard to make sense of
numbers and math concepts. Some children with dyscalculia can’t grasp basic number concepts. They
work hard to learn and memorize basic number facts.
They may know what to do in math class but don’t understand why they’re doing it. In other
words, they miss the logic behind it. Other children with dyscalculia understand the logic behind the
math but aren’t sure how and when to apply their knowledge to solving problems.
Dyscalculia goes by many names. Some persons call it a “mathematics learning disability.”
Doctors sometimes refer to it as a “mathematics disorder.” Some just call it “math dyslexia.” A child’s
struggle with math can be confusing, especially if he or she is doing well in other subjects. This can
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lead to anxiety and low self-esteem. But parents have the power to change that. Dyscalculia is a
lifelong condition, but that doesn’t mean the child can’t be happy and successful.
Number Sense and Other Difficulties
Dyscalculia can affect many different areas of math learning and performance. Different children have
different challenges.
The most common problem is with “number sense.” This is an intuitive understanding of how
numbers work, and how to compare and estimate quantities. Most researchers agree that number
sense is at the core of math learning. If children don’t understand the basics about how numbers work,
learning math and using it every day can be very frustrating.
Studies show that even babies have a basic sense of numbers. Dr. Brian Butterworth, a leading
researcher in dyscalculia, compares number sense to being color-blind. He says some people are born
with number blindness. This makes it hard to tell the difference between quantities. Number blindness
is one reason many children have trouble connecting numbers to the real world. They can’t grasp the
idea that “five biscuits” has the same number of objects as “five sticks” and “five oranges.”
Researchers don’t know exactly what causes dyscalculia. But they’ve identified certain factors
that indicate it’s a brain-based condition. Here are some of the possible causes of dyscalculia:
• Genes and heredity: Researchers have found that a child with dyscalculia often has a parent or
sibling with similar math issues. Although dyscalculia may be genetic; a parent who is good at
math may find that his or her child has difficulties with numeracy related activities.
• Brain development: Researchers are using modern brain imaging tools to study the brains of
people with and without math issues. What we learn from this research will help us understand
how to help children with dyscalculia. The study also found differences in the surface area,
thickness and volume of parts of the brain. Those areas are linked to learning and memory,
setting up and monitoring tasks and remembering math facts.
• Environment: Dyscalculia has been linked to exposure to alcohol in the womb. Prematurity and
low birth weight may also play a role in dyscalculia.
• Brain injury: Studies show that injury to certain parts of the brain can result in what researchers
call “acquired dyscalculia.”
Warning Signs
• Has trouble learning to count, especially when it comes to assigning each object in a group a
number
• Has trouble recognizing number symbols, such as making the connection between “7” and the
word seven
• Struggles to connect a number to a real-life situation, such as knowing that “3” can apply to any
group that has three things in it—3 tomatoes, 3 books, 3 children, etc.
• Has trouble remembering numbers, and skips numbers long after children the same age can
count numbers and remember them in the right order
• Finds it hard to recognize patterns and sort items by size, shape, or colour
• Avoids playing popular games that involve numbers, counting and other math concepts
Dyscalculia affects more than a child’s ability to handle math class and homework. Math skills and
concepts are used everywhere from the kitchen to the playground to the workplace. It’s
understandable if parents are concerned about the long-term impact of dyscalculia on a child’s life.
But once the child’s challenges are identified, caregivers and teachers can find ways to work around
them by building on strengths. Here are some everyday skills and activities a child may find difficult:
•

Social skills: Failing repeatedly in math class can lead a child to assume failure is inevitable in
other areas too. Low self-esteem can affect a child’s willingness to make new friends or
participate in afterschool activities. He or she might also avoid playing games and sports that
involve math and keeping score.
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•

•

•
•

•

Sense of direction: A child might have trouble learning left from right. He may have trouble
getting to new places, reading maps, or following directions. Some children with dyscalculia
can’t picture things in their minds. He or she may worry about getting lost, using equipment or
technology, or learning to ride a bike.
Physical coordination: Dyscalculia can affect how the brain and eyes work together. So, your
child may have trouble judging distances between objects. He may seem clumsier than other
children the same age.
Money management: Dyscalculia can make it difficult to stick to a budget, balance a cheque
book and estimate costs. It can also make it hard to calculate what things cost and count change.
Time management: Dyscalculia can affect your child’s ability to measure quantities, including
units of time. Your child may have trouble estimating how long a minute is or keeping track of
how much time has passed. This can make it hard to stick to a schedule.
Other skills: A child may have trouble figuring out how much of an ingredient to use in a recipe.
He might have a hard time estimating how fast a vehicle is moving or how far away it is.

If a child is having trouble with math, it’s a good idea to find out exactly what’s going on so you can
figure out how to help. Less research has been done on dyscalculia than on some other learning issues.
That makes identifying the problem more complicated.
For children with dyscalculia, it’s unclear how much their brain differences are shaped by
genetics and how much by their experiences. Researchers are trying to learn if certain interventions
for dyscalculia can “rewire” a child’s brain to make math easier. This concept is known as
“neuroplasticity” and has been shown to work in people with dyslexia.
Children who do not get a good foundation for numeracy in their early childhood education
may dislike or have difficulties with math at primary and other levels of education. So, it is good to
start early having fun with numbers. Using fear, threats, humiliation, pressure will make things worse.

TEN (10) IMPORTANT LEARNING PRINCIPLES
1.
2.

A child’s readiness to learn depends on the amount and nature of previous learning experiences.
Positive reinforcement of learning is more effective than negative reinforcement.
[In other words, praise and rewards (not bribes) work better than humiliation and punishment.]
3. Learning, especially skills development, in enhanced by repetition.
4. Meaningful tasks and materials facilitate learning more effectively than those that lack meaning.
5. Active, rather than passive, participation in the learning process enhances learning.
6. Environmental factors (physical, psychological, social, emotional, spiritual) affect learning negatively or
positively.
7. More learning takes place when information is presented in an organised and interesting manner.
8. When teaching techniques are varied, there is more learning.
9. Learner-centred activities facilitate more learning than teacher-centred activities.
10. Beginning with, and building on, the learner’s experience makes for more meaningful learning.
The teacher (or the parent who is attempting to teach)
who is knowledgeable about the kinds of learning difficulties
which children can have and, who has a sympathetic understanding
of the many causes of undesirable behavior coming from children,
will refrain from resorting to corporal punishment.

[Essays on School Management, Olga Bone, past headteacher and Ministry of Education Officer]

Learning is not just learning things, but learning the meaning of things.
Learning is learning to think. Learning should lead to change.
If there is no change; there has been no learning.
[Dewey, educator, 1859-1952]
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The real reasons why children are punished for ‘wrong doing’
Facilitator Note: If facilitating a short session on why children are punished for ‘wrong doing,’ you will need to
adjust this exercise. Just ask participants if they can think of anything that children do, and get punished for,
that adults also do, but are not punished. Then go through the five reasons outlined at Step #4. If doing a
session with a more generous time allocation, follow all the steps outlined below.

1. Ask participants to raise their hands if they were never hit as children – at home or at school.
•

Probe those who raise their hands.

•

Remind the group that the definition of a ‘child’ is any person between 0 to 18 years.

2. Ask participants to describe the ‘discipline’ and ‘punishment’ they experienced as children.
3. Have participants list the things children do for which they are punished. When you have a list of
10 to 15 items, ask which things, children do, that they don’t do or have never done, as adults.
 The wrong things children do or don’t do are not why they are hit. There are only five reasons:
• ONE: Training. We have all been ‘trained’ to use and see violence as the way to get results,
punish, teach, correct. Beating is violence, not ‘discipline.’ (The word discipline comes from
disciple. Real discipline comes from modeling desirable attitudes and behaviors; from
learning through example and teaching; and from the practice of self-discipline.) Hitting boy
children ‘trains’ them to use violence; hitting girl children ‘trains’ them to accept violence.
The continuing use of violence against children as a problem-solving method, to get what we
want, to punish what we see as wrongdoing ‘trains’ us (children and adults) to use violence,
expect it, make it acceptable, and recommend its use.
• TWO: Society. Our society does not treat corporal punishment of children as a crime, in the
same way that it is considered a crime between adults. Much of the violence in our society
results from what children learn from parents, teachers, police, and other authority figures.
• THREE: Power. Persons with power can hit and get away with it, especially in homes,
schools, orphanages, juvenile detention places, police, and military and other institutions
holding children.
• FOUR: Lack of healthy parenting, relationship, and teaching knowledge, skills, and
attitudes. Persons with the necessary self-discipline, parenting, teaching, problem-solving
skills, attitudes, and behaviors for engaging in healthy parenting, teaching, and relationships
rely on violence over others, especially over children and those without power or means to
retaliate or escape.
• FIVE: Lack of coping, self-management, problem-solving, and conflict-resolution skills to
handle personal issues, stress, and difficulties. Adults experiencing economic, social,
mental, relationship and professional stress, disappointment, anger, fear, and frustration
often react with violence, to self and others, instead of thinking about what they should be
doing, when, where, to whom, and the consequences of their wrongdoing or bad behavior.
Yet they expect children to do right!
4. Write the words disciple and discipline for persons to see the connection. Ask, then share as
below:
• How did the founders of the world’s great faiths, all male, teach their disciples discipline? (1)
By example; (2) by self-discipline; and (3) by teaching, and teaching, and teaching and
teaching … Imagine if all teachers and parents and all boys and all girls were raised in this
way! We could really begin ending the high levels of violence in Guyana!
• Corporal punishment is not an alternate method of discipline. It is exactly what it says:
punishing and hurting the body, the living corpse – usually, the alive and alert and
vulnerable, child’s body.
• Sexual abuse of children is the very, very worst form of corporal punishment. Sexual abuse
often does not start out by feeling abusive. Teaching children who are being hit and slapped
and threatened with violence about ‘good touch’ and ‘bad touch’ makes no sense. A boy
child or girl child who is the victim of sexual abuse will not expect a parent who is physically
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5.
6.
7.

8.

9.

or verbally abusive to protect him or her. Corporal punishment can be a precursor and a
platform for child sexual abuse.
• Domestic violence (family violence) is any violence in the domestic environment involving
adults and children as perpetrators, witnesses and/or victims. Being a ‘witness’ to domestic
violence and being or feeling powerless to intervene to protect the victim is also traumatizing
and deforming.
Ask why the things deemed ‘bad’ behaviors in children are not deemed ‘bad’ behaviors in adults.
Ask participants who want to change personal ‘bad’ behaviors towards children to raise a hand.
When at least one hand has been raised, explain that after 50 years of Independence and
becoming a Republic, it is long overdue for Guyanese to stop employing methods used by
colonizers, masters and mistresses of slaves and indentured servants to secure and maintain
‘discipline’ and ‘order’ and ‘obedience.’ Here is a seven-step plan parents and teachers can use
to begin repairing any damage they have already done and model the kinds of behaviors they
want children to adopt:
• First: Call a ‘family circle’ or ‘class meeting’ of everyone (children and adults) in home or
school.
• Second: Apologize for your own bad behaviors or wrongdoings. Name them one by one!
• Third: Make a covenant, promise, or firm commitment to stop all of your bad behaviors.
• Fourth: Tell the children to remind you of your commitment – if they see you raising your
hand to hit, picking up a whip or belt or stick, opening your mouth to shout or curse, or
beginning to backslide into any wrong doing or other forms of bad behavior.
• Fifth: You will backslide. So, when they remind you, thank them. Apologize, again. Be sincere.
Ask for forgiveness. (You are teaching what being sincerely ‘sorry’ means and looks like.)
o Ensure this is the last time you have to be told not to do something you should not do.
• Sixth: Invite everyone to join you in behaving better.
• Seventh: Continue having weekly family circle or class meetings and give everyone an
opportunity to speak freely on what was wrong, what was right, what they liked and didn’t
like, and what each person should do in the week ahead. End family or class meetings with
everyone taking turns to note good behaviors and praise those who corrected bad behaviors.
Facilitate participants to share experiences with violence, being punished, punishing others or
witnessing punishment in homes, schools, workplaces, and in the community.
• You should be hearing about forms of violence bullies use; men use against boys; boys/girls
with power use over boys/girls who seem weaker or powerless; boys and men use against
girls and women; and forms of violence and punishment girls and women use against others.
• Refer to reports of male violence in the media that occur in your communities – homes,
schools, schoolyards, worksites, by police, bandits, and others.
• Ask about the connections between how adult use violence, fear and threats of violence as a
means of getting or trying to get what is desired; and violence as a problem-solving and
conflict resolution tool; and violence as punishment
• Organize one set of pairs to examine the likely causes, short-, medium-, and long-term
generational effects of violence and punishment
• Have other pairs identify attitudes and behaviors which qualify as the opposite of ‘violence’
and ‘punishment’ and the short-, medium-, and long-term generational effects of these.
Review the 30 discipline techniques that follow.
Punishment, especially the kind given by those who have nothing, can be a big and addictive thing.
Cruel as it is, that small taste of power is juicy. It lasts long.
[She Would Be King, Wayetu Moore]

We need to understand the difference between discipline and punishment.
Punishment is what you do to someone; discipline is what you do for someone.
[Zig Ziglar]
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Thirty (30) Discipline Tips
1. Give children love and respect. Children of all ages need the reassurance of hugs, kisses, smiles
and praise. Children learn respect and self-respect when they see it modeled day in, day out by
those they respect.
2. Listen to children. Adults like attention when they speak, and so do children. When you listen
carefully, not absentmindedly, the child is likely to try harder to please you. Parents, caregivers,
and teachers should set aside special listening times.
3. Allow children to express their feelings. Discuss emotions. Let the child know you understand
that she or he is frustrated or angry or worried and that it is okay to feel that way. Let the child
know your feelings. Eventually, the child will learn to talk about feelings instead of misbehaving.
4. Don’t use threats, fear or withhold love. You are teaching children that these are acceptable
ways to get or try to get what they want. Effective discipline is about getting children to do as we
ask because they understand the reasons, instead of acting from fear. True discipline is internal,
it is self-discipline.
5. Give reasons and explain consequences.
6. Set realistic limits. Realistic limits are necessary for children’s safety and well being. All families
and schools need limits on, for example: time (waking up times and bedtimes; going out and
coming home times); boundaries (you may go here, but not there); behaviors (you may do this,
but not that). Setting limits involves:

•

Explanation: Sharing with children the reasons for the proposed limits
Discussion: Getting agreement on the necessity for limits, and ensuring that limits are understood.
Repetition: Keep limits in mind until self-discipline develops. Children may test you to see if you are
serious. Sometimes, they may forget what they are supposed to do – as many adults also often do.
Firm and fair and reasonable enforcement of limits

•
•
•

Allow child share in decisions. As he or she grows older, give increased responsibility for setting limits.
Give choices when you can. “Do you want to sit here or there? This t-shirt or that one?”
Give encouragement and comfort whenever the child experiences failure.

•
•
•
•
•

There is discussion on what needs to be done
Jobs are rotated to ensure fairness
Time limits are set for job completion
Checks are made to ensure job is done
Praise, thanks, and constructive feedback are given on completion of the task

•
•
•

7. Promote independence. You are not training children to be slaves or indentured servants. When
children understand and agree to limits, they are learning to set their own. To promote
independence:

8. Encourage responsibility by ensuring that when tasks are assigned

9. Notice and praise child’s good behavior. Immediate praise encourages children to repeat
positive behavior. For example, “Thank you for hanging up your clothes.” Praise cooperation.
Explain, without threats, the consequences of not cooperating.
10. Don’t give lots of attention to behaviors you don’t like, but don’t ignore them either. Be brief.
Don’t nag. Be calm. Be firm. Say what you don’t like. Say what you would like.
11. Help children deal with the natural consequences of their behavior. This will help them make
the connections between how they behave and how it affects others. If a child does something
wrong, he or she should be involved in putting things to right.
12. Be specific with praise and criticism. “Good boy” or “bad girl” means little to children.
Statements such as, “I like the way you look after your books” or “Please remember not to shout
the next time” or “I liked how you helped your sister” are much more effective.
13. Give rewards. To help establish the desired behavior give praise promptly every time the child
responds appropriately. Younger children especially (and older ones too) love smiles, hugs,
kisses and thanks. Older children respond well to praise and special privileges. Use material
rewards sparingly.
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14. Do not use bribes. Children don’t learn to be self-disciplined if adults bribe them to stop
behaving badly. Bribes can corrupt a child. Bribes can encourage bad behavior. Good behavior
can become dependent on bribes. There is a difference between bribes and rewards.
15. Give choices whenever possible. Choices allow children and adults to win, and lets the child feel
she has some control. But don’t ask children if they want to do something if there is no choice.
For example, asking children if they want to take a test when there isn’t a choice is not fair.
16. Learn about the developmental characteristics of the child’s age. Many times, what teachers
and parents think is a discipline problem is actually age-appropriate behavior. Needs and wants
change as children grow older. For example, young children need to know that their principal
caregivers are near. If the caregiver is an adolescent sibling, he or she needs privacy as well as
time and space to be with peers.
17. Practice listening, careful observation, and sensitivity to children’s needs. Children tell us
things by their behaviors. If children are restless or fidgety, find activities that let them move
about. Boys tend to need more space and physical activity than girls. If children are frustrated or
facing learning blocks, change the approach or the task. If a child is not learning in the way you
teach, teach in a way the child can learn.
18. Build close relationships with each child and with persons in the child’s life so you can be
aware of events and changes in the child’s family, community, and school life that may be
affecting the child’s behavior.
19. Be clear about what is acceptable and unacceptable behavior. Tell children what you expect
ahead of time and be clear about what is not appropriate. Be a consistent model of acceptable
and appropriate behaviors.
20. Prevent problems whenever possible. For example, separate children who do not get along.
21. Take care of problems immediately. Children live in the present. They are not yet able to make
the connections between things they do in the present and consequences in the future.
22. Do your own problem-solving. When a mother says, “Wait till I tell your father,” the child hears
that she is not in control and can’t handle the situation. This can lead to a loss of respect and
feelings of resentment.
23. Call child aside quietly when you need to talk to her or him. Reprimand and rebuke in private
so as not to embarrass and humiliate child. Don’t criticize children by telling them they are bad,
stupid, lazy or good-for-nothing – or that you don’t like or love them. Ridiculing children,
withdrawing or threatening to withdraw love (or food) can be very damaging to the child’s sense
of self, self esteem, and security.
24. Encourage children to develop problem-solving skills. Whenever possible, let children do their
own problem solving. Listen to both (or all) sides – then ask each how they would like to handle
the situation. Role-play problem situations and have children suggest solutions.
25. Be consistent in applying rules and standards. But don’t be afraid to reconsider your views.
26. Don’t expect perfection. Learn to let the little things go. Be patient. Learning takes time.
27. Keep a sense of humour. Some things children do are funny and not major offences.
28. Try new techniques and approaches if what you are doing is not working.
29. Respect children’s differences. Don’t compare child with other children. Each child is an
individual who experiences the world in completely different ways from another child. A child
who is compared unfavourably with another child may lose self-respect and resent the other
child. A child made to feel better than others can grow up in an unhealthy manner.
30. Practice what you preach. Set a good example. Model the behaviors you want to see.
•
•
•

If you want them to be punctual, you should be too. If you want them to speak quietly, you should
too. If you want them to be polite, always say please, thank you, may I be excused, pardon me,
apologize when interrupting them.
If you want them to be clean up after they have made a mess, to pick up and put away their things,
help out around the house, you and the other parent need to model these behaviors.
If you want them to be respectful, show them respect, let them see you respecting others, respect
their attempts at learning, and demonstrate self-respect.
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Self Awareness Homework Exercise (Write or have someone write for you)
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

7.
8.

9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.

Where were you born?
List the different places you lived.
List your main caregivers (up to age 18) and say what each did for a living.
Beginning as far back as you can, describe your relationship with:
a) Your father … b) Your mother …
Choose five words to describe your relationship with your main caregiver:
• My main caregiver was my … He/she was 1) … 2) … 3) ... 4) … 5) …
Give an experience or memory for each word that can serve as an example. For example, when I
was hurt, he/she used to hug (or …) me and do … to make me feel better …
• 1) ……
• 2) ……
• 3) ……
• 4) ……
• 5) ……
Choose five words to describe your relationship with your father or other main caregiver:
• My other main caregiver was my … He/she was 1) … 2) … 3) … 4) … 5) …
Give an experience or memory for each word that can serve as an example. For example, he/she
showed “caring” by … and he/she always gave me something special on my birthday …
• 1) ……
• 2) ……
• 3) ……
• 4) ……
• 5) ……
Which parent/caregiver did you feel closer to, and why?
As a child, when you got upset, what did you do?
What were you silent about, or silenced about, as a child – by whom, when, where, why, how?
What was it like the first time you were separated from each parent or other caregiver?
What was it like for you, and for them, during periods of separation?
If you were sick, injured, or emotionally distressed, what would happen?
Were you ever very afraid or terrified of your parent or caregiver? If so, how often?
How did your relationship with your parent/caregiver change over time?
As a child (up to age 18), did anyone close to you die or leave you?
How were those losses like for you, and how did they impact you and your family?
Are you close with your parents/caregivers?
Why do you think they behaved the way they did?
What were your experiences with sex and love as a child? (Childhood is up to age 18)
What are the main things you have learned about ‘caring’ from your parents/caregivers?
How have the issues you experienced as a child affected your ability to be open, feel sympathy
for, and empathize with others in your personal, parenting, and work life?
What was your life like during the few years before you had responsibility for parenting work?
Did you find this exercise difficult? What was most difficult about it?

[adapted from Daniel Siegel’s questions from Mindsight, 2010]

26. Finally, which of the potentially traumatizing events have you had? Accidents; illness, medical
and surgical procedures; experiencing or witnessing physical or verbal violence or fear of or
threats of violence [including family violence], bullying, physical, sexual abuse, neglect; animal
attacks; loss [including separation of/from parents, migration, deaths of loved ones or pets];
being lost; loss of home or possessions through fire or theft; environmental stressors [flood,
extreme weather e.g., thunder/lightning]; extreme poverty; lack of attachment to a loving and
caring parent or other adult caregiver …
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Biology gives you a brain. Life turns it into a mind.
[Jeffrey Eugenides]

“We mek dem and we mek dey minds.”
We bring our children into our lives – for better or for worse. Since this is not a choice they
make, we must take responsibility for their lives and their minds.
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Notes on the Seven Shaper Model
(1) Biology and our body chemistry (biochemical) factors shape our health and well-being before, during and
after birth during childhood, adolescent, and at different stages of the life cycle across the sex and gender
spectrum. The body we are born with (male, female, or other; ethnicity; brain different or brain damaged;
physical or mental ability/disability) shapes our experiences, and our experiences (how we see, think, and feel
about ourselves; how significant and random others see, think, and feel about us; what we do and don’t do;
our lifestyle) throughout life shape mind and body. (The mind/brain is inside, and part of, not outside, the
body.) Here are some additional points:
• Physical growth and development/underdevelopment of all body parts including the five sense organs (for
hearing, sight, taste, touch/feeling, smell), connections between organs, brain, gut, and nervous system;
o Neurological factors (neurology refers to the study of the brain) such as underdeveloped pre-frontal
cortex of brain where thinking, reasoning, good judgment and moral behaviors stem; dominance of
the amygdala or “emotional brain” in driving the behaviors of children and youth -- an older part of
the brain, in terms of the development of the human species
o Biological underdevelopment of the pre-frontal cortex of the brain where medium- and long-term
planning, complex moral and rational thought, analysis, goal-setting, understanding consequences
take place; this limits children’s abilities.
o We have to remember that a child’s head and brain – like other body parts, is comprised of soft
tissue, blood, and bone – takes time to grow, develop, and mature. The pre-frontal cortex is only fully
grown by about age 25 to age 30. Childhood trauma forms and deforms the personality.
o Human development, which includes, but is more than just growth, has to do with the knowledge,
experience, attitudes, behaviors, and skills persons acquire over the years.
o Scientists have found that children who don’t play much or who are not touched often develop brains
that are 20 percent (one-fifth) or 30 percent (almost one-third) smaller than is normal for their age.
• Biochemical factors refer to the effects of varying levels of hormonal (chemical) activity at different stages
of the male and female life cycle
• Psychonutrition [links between nutritional content, and quantity, of food (liquid & solid), drugs (legal &
illegal), allergies and hormones, emotions, behaviors, learning (“Troubled children, including so-called
‘slow learners,’ are casualties of disorders which are frequently biochemical,” see Psychonutrition, Carlton
Fredericks)]
o Allergies related to foods such as cows’ milk, sugar, wheaten and cereal grain products; additives such
as food dyes, monosodium glutamate (MSG, aji, cubes), and various chemicals in processed foods
o Exposure to and inhalation of agricultural chemicals (pesticides, fertilizers, weedicides, growth
hormones in plant and animal foods) household and other chemicals such as those used in the gold
business
o Low blood sugar (hypoglycemia) causing or worsening allergies and by itself leading to unprovoked
anxiety, depression, difficulty concentrating, tiredness, irritability; junk, and high sugar foods
o Shortage of high protein foods leading to over-consumption of starches and sugars, resulting in
hypoglycemia, tiredness, behavioral and learning problems and brain damage; importance of protein
insufficiency in utero & early childhood years
o Brain cells need protein, a variety of vitamins, minerals and amino acids to keep them in reasonably
good working order – for example, vitamin B12 deficiency causes anemia, attacks nervous system and
brain leading to neurotic and aggressive behaviors; insufficiency of vitamins B6, B12, C, niacin, and
vitamin D (the sunlight vitamin)
• Egg and sperm health, traumatic stress to the pregnant mother, premature birth, low weight babies, lack
of oxygen, brain damage and other injuries during the birth process, poor nutrition, diarrhea, dehydration,
brain and spinal cord inflammation, seizures, measles, whooping cough, polio, other viral and bacterial
infections can lead to childhood disabilities
• Physical and mental defects, genetic predispositions, poor nutrition, alcohol/drug/medications/tobacco
use/abuse, viral and other infections, use of certain antibiotics by pregnant mothers, lead, mercury and
other heavy metals of parents before and during pregnancy can affect and arrest child’s growth and
development, cognitive and educational achievement, and lead to poor attention and hyperactivity
• Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) which include physical, emotional, or sexual abuse; physical or
emotional neglect; parental or caregiver mental illness, separation; family violence and other forms of
trauma dramatically affect health across a person’s lifetime.
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(2) Self Moving Factors
• Awareness of self-moving ability can help raise consciousness of need to move self and dependents from
negative environments and unhealthy situations and relocate to positive environments. (Note: Discuss
allowing children freedom to move, motivation, and moving in ways we want our children to move.)
o Limited self-moving ability of children makes them vulnerable and too often victims of various forms
of domestic abuse (this includes hitting children) and sexual predators (males and females, usually
known to the child or family, who prey on children); sometimes, loved ones become enablers of
sexual abuse, knowingly and unknowingly
o Migration (internal and external movement) of caregivers also affects children – those left behind and
those with expectations of ‘being sent for’
o Social media and media generally, computer, internet, and cell phone technology enhance selfmovement, endanger children and place them at risk, expose them to pornography, replace actual
physical activity, and reduce the play and sunlight all girls and boys need for healthy development
o Socialization of boys and girls towards, or away from, independence, defending self, competition,
masking of emotions; cultural expectations of male and female children, youth, adults
o Role of peer groups, gangs, clubs; separation from mother, father; boys’ need for space
o Boys and girls need to engage in a variety of physical, social, contemplative, interactive activities
o Restriction of the freedom to move, affects most children, but especially those with disabilities; child
neglect puts children at risk of moving into and around situations which place them in harm’s way
 Self-moving ability varies with, and includes, factors such as age, abilities, income levels, state of
health, self-esteem, education and skills, gender, ethnicity, culture, religion, geographical
location, economic and social factors, transportation, communication, and social services
infrastructure … plus the effects and impacts of the six other shapers
(3) Feelings/Emotional Factors
• Feelings influence, move, motivate, or cripple us in a variety of ways with respect to education-, healthseeking and health-avoidance behaviors. Note motion in the word emotion; think of emotion as ‘energyin-motion. Other points to consider include:
o Children & adolescents of different genders experience, express and repress a range of negative and
positive emotions, e.g. anxiety, anger, affection, alienation, compassion, joy, love, hurt, sadness,
despair, jealousy, pity, self-pity, satisfaction, contentment, resentment, hate, fear, generosity, guilt,
regret, relief, sympathy, empathy, hope, hopelessness, apathy
o Normal and healthy means of releasing distressing emotions such as crying (especially by boys) are
often treated unsympathetically by teachers, parents, and other adults
o Feelings about self, others, feelings of affection/disaffection for/from parents, guardians, older
siblings, teachers (nursery, primary, secondary) and how feelings received/responded to by male and
female peers, adults in the home and school move us internally and externally, silently or violently
o Role of emotional brain (amygdala) in decision making
o Attitudes/behaviors /actions flow from emotions specifically and generally, and feelings about self
o Responses of early childhood caregivers and teachers the children’s expression of feelings influence
how they handle and manage their emotions and those of others
(4) Thinking/Intellectual/Cognitive Factors
• This ‘shaper’ influences self-awareness, understanding, listening, talking, reading, writing, questioning,
responding, making sense, problem solving, planning, decision making, conflict management, coping skills
•
Literacy and numeracy unrelated to childhood realities can lead to issues related to sex, reproduction,
discipline and a range of education, health, social, development, and poverty related issues
• Literacy and numeracy skills are covered under this shaper and include digital/computer (video games,
phones) music, and audio-visual skills:
o Hearing and listening, speaking, reading, writing and connections with related organs (ears, eyes, etc
including the brain) which may or may not be functioning well
o Home and school language, indigenous languages, speaking creolese and how reacted or responded
to by self, caregivers, teachers, significant and other adults and peers; sign language ability for the
deaf and Braille for the blind
o Emotional literacy skills and intelligence (Note: Because of differences in brain, biochemistry
[hormones], and social development, girls are often better at some of the following emotional
intelligence and skill components)
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Self awareness (includes emotional self-awareness, accurate self-assessment, and selfconfidence)
 Self management (includes optimism, self-control, transparency, adaptability)
 Social awareness (includes the ability to read the emotions of others and how they impact on a
situation or concern, service, as well as organizational awareness)
 Relationship management (includes leadership, influence, facilitating the development of others,
being a catalyst for change, conflict management, teamwork, collaboration)
• Other forms of intelligence related to the 4th shaper, the brain, and influenced by the other shapers,
include:
o Linguistic intelligence: ability to use and understand languages, understanding nuances, innuendoes,
slang and creativity with language (eg storytelling, poetry, rap, hip hop)
o Musical intelligence: appreciating, understanding, recognizing, using sounds, pitch, rhythm, tempo,
tone
o Logical/mathematical intelligence: skills with numbers, manipulating figures, symbolic reasoning
o Spatial intelligence: sense of depth, dimensions, perceiving and understanding relationship between
objects in natural, built, and virtual environments
o Body-kinesthetic intelligence: aptitude and ability re space, sense and feel of body and environment;
athletes, dancers, performers; use of thumb on cell phone and for texting
(5) Role of environment (before conception, during the fetal stages, early childhood, home, community,
social, psychological, spiritual, emotional, cultural, intellectual, economic, geographical & human factors)
• The environment begins to shape the education, health, and wellbeing of persons before birth, with
experiences, planning, and choices made by both biological parents. Other environmental factors include,
for example:
o Such things as whether or not family, sexual and reproductive, and financial planning were involved;
the quality of the mother’s eggs and the father’s sperm, STIs, traumatic stress to the pregnant
mother, the health of both parents’ reproductive organs, attitude and preparedness for pregnancy,
birth/birth-related injuries, role models, support, encouragement
o Lack of stimulation of child as a result of isolation, inadequate human contact, institutionalization,
ignorance of the importance of physical affection for babies and children
o Poverty, large family, spacing between births; physical, sexual, mental, emotional abuse and neglect
o Parenting skills and activities before, during and after conception, pregnancy and birth experiences
are powerful shapers of children’s educational, health, developmental, and general life prospects
• Environmental factors include education, health, and development beliefs, attitudes and behaviors in and
out of the home and general practices of family, religion, school, community
• Access to computers, internet, newspapers, books, and other reading material
• Electricity and fuel supply; the state of the natural environment and infrastructure; garbage and dead
animal disposal facilities
• Chemicals used in household, agricultural and mining activities; the quality of natural, processed, locally
produced, and imported foods; the state of the land, water, air, noise and sound system levels
• Exposure to domestic and community violence; modeling of violence (rather than verbal skills, reasoning)
to achieve ends; TV, DVD & video game violence; violence associated with substance use and abuse
• Environmental factors include the economic and political state of community, region, country; depth and
reach of health and education facilities, transport and communication, social support, legal and judicial
system; peer group support; tolerance/intolerance for differences; how ethnicities, body types, gender
expressions, abilities/disabilities, and sexual orientations are viewed, for example
• Environmental factors also include individual and community hopes and aspirations, fears and insecurities,
people-friendly and accessible support and services; culture, ethnicity, religion, spirituality
Note:
• Draw attention to the overlapping of the shapers and impact each has, and can have, on the others. For
example, our self-moving ability is affected by the state of our physical body, by what we feel and think,
by our environment, by our past and how we see it, and by what we, and significant others, expect of and
anticipate for, our future
• Draw attention to the double-headed arrow that points to how the environment shapes persons and how
persons (especially parents, teachers, and faith-based leaders) intervene to shape and re-shape the early
and later childhood education environment – and the individuals, institutions in it.
• The irregular environmental boundary suggests the ‘push and pull’ factors at play.
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(6) The past as lived by boy, girl, adolescent and adult caregivers across the gender spectrum; genetic
inheritance (for example, sickle cell; lactose, gluten, and alcohol intolerances; diabetes, cancers, other physical
and mental health issues); individual, community, national and ancestral experiences with, conscious and
unconscious memories of, physical violence; attitude to ancestral culture; gender issues; family beliefs,
behaviors and coping skills re economic, personal, political, social situations; colonialism, enslavement,
indentureship. A child growing up with caregivers and other adults who show little or no capacity for ordering
their lives and relationships in an intelligent, disciplined and healthy manner will be influenced one way or
another.
(7) The broken lines representing the future indicate that it is still to be definitely drawn, but one’s future as
anticipated by the self and expectations of significant others (home, school and peers) of individual, family,
community, and country – are also key shapers of wellbeing. For example, during the HIV pandemic many
young people had an expectation of early death. Consider the impact of ethnic stereotypes and realities;
incidence of migration; alienation from, or attachment to, community and country; honesty and hard work not
seeming to pay off.
Until the 1990s, researchers (mainly male) paid little attention to female physiology,
neuroanatomy, or psychology separate from that of men. …
Thanks to advances in genetics and non-invasive brain-imaging technology,
(and growing numbers of women in brain-related areas of science research and practice)
there’s been a complete revolution in neuroscientific research and theory. …
As a result, scientists have documented an astonishing array of
structural, chemical, genetic, hormonal, and functional brain differences between males and females.
[The Female Brain, Louann Brizendine, MD]

Notes on the Johari Window
The Johari Window (devised by Jo Luft and Harry Ingram) challenges our self-awareness, our ability to share
ourselves with others, and our willingness to explore the unknown. The Johari Window not only informs us about
our open, blind, hidden, and unknown selves, but also makes us aware that these areas exist in others as well.
1) The ‘open self’ area represents what is known to one’s self and to others, what we express freely for all to
see, including our values, motives, attitudes, and behaviors. This area of our self can be extended by selfdisclosure. As communication increases, the ‘open self’ increases and the ‘hidden self’ decreases in size.
2) The ‘hidden self’ represents things we know about ourselves but we do not reveal to others. The ‘hidden
self’ includes private parts of our self, secrets, shame, guilt feelings, past events, future aspirations, and so
on. We are aware of this area of our lives; we can choose to share or not share things from this area. When
we choose to self-disclose, we allow others to see part of our private world. With growing trust, we feel less
need to hide who we are, what we value, feel, and know.
3) The ‘blind self’ area includes aspects of the self that we may be ignorant about; but others may be aware of
through knowledge of our nature, nurture, and early experiences as well as through our body language and
behaviors. In the ‘blind self’ section are the values, motives, attitudes, and behaviors that others see, but
that we do not recognise – and many people are not open to feedback about their blind spots. Instead, they
feel and act defensively, and use a variety of behaviors (fight, flight, freeze, surrender) to close off feedback.
Although the sizes of each of the four areas change over the course of time, it takes longer for the ‘blind
self’ area to shrink in size because it requires openness to honest feedback. Our blind self-awareness can be
extended by information and feedback from those who know us. Children and persons not in positions of
power pick up information about people in authority. Mothers especially, fathers sometimes, and close
family member know things about our ‘blind self’ that we are not aware of—that we can learn if we reach
out to them.
4) The ‘unknown self’ represents that aspect of the self of which we and others are unaware. Here are the
motives and behaviors that self and others are not yet aware of; they exist, but no one has yet observed
them or their impact on relationships. Later when they are discovered, it becomes obvious that they existed
previously and did impact relationships. The ‘unknown self’ also holds “unconscious needs, impulses and
anxieties and our untapped potential.” We get insight into the unknown self by increased self-awareness,
lifelong learning, self-development, and teaching (“To teach is to learn twice”), mentoring, and counseling.
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Boys and girls learn and behave differently
Brief list of boys’ biological differences and some of the physiological ramifications:
1. Boys are Wired Differently
• Males prefer mechanical and structural thinking.
2. Executive Function, Why Boys Touch the Stove
• In males, the prefrontal cortex, a centre of decision making in the brain, is still incomplete.
3. Fight or Flight
• Male brains, are more often at rest in the brain stem, which directs fight or flight response
(rather than more in the limbic system for females, promoting communication). This may
make males more likely to take physical action if given a threat stimulus.
• Males have a larger amygdala, a centre for processing anger and fear. This makes males
more aggressive.
• Males tend to have a larger cerebellum, resulting in better sensory perception, coordination,
and motor control; coupled with the higher levels of spinal fluid in the male system,
messages between the brain and body tend to move more quickly and with less impulse
control in males.
• The limbic system, which contains structures including the amygdala and hippocampus, has
fewer connections in males to verbal processing areas, giving them less access to emotively
descriptive language and less speed than females in responding verbally to stress and highly
emotional situations.
4. Boys Talk Less
• Boys speak their first word later than girls.
• The frontal lobe matures later and tends to have less blood flow in the male brain, and may
cause less verbal communication skills and more risk taking.
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Males’ arcuate fasciculus, a curving bundle of nerve fibres in the central nervous system that
has to do with linguistics, develops slower than females.’
• Broca’s area, the motor area for speech and processing grammatical structures and word
production, is less active in males.
• Males’ corpus callosum (fibres that connect the two sides of the brain) tends to be less
dense, allowing for less connection between the hemispheres, which impedes cross-talk that
would allow links to form between logical/rational thinking and emotional/metaphysical
thinking.
Memory and Sight
• Males tend to have fewer neurons that promote higher intellectual functions and memory,
and that interpret sensory impulses in their cerebral cortexes, resulting in slower processing
speed.
• Smaller hippocampi in males lead to less memory storage available for accessing information
for recall.
• Differences in males’ and females’ occipital lobes make males more likely to see better in
bright light.
• Males have better narrow vision and depth perception.
Male Hormones and Motivation
• Male puberty starts anywhere between ages 9 and 14.
• Male brains have less oxytocin (the “tend and befriend” hormone) functionally present,
resulting in males being less motivated biologically to please parents, teachers, and peers as
they establish and maintain relationships.
• Males’ cortisol (the stress hormone) levels tend to drop quicker after the stressor is
removed.
• Males have much more testosterone, resulting in more aggression, competitiveness, selfassertion, and self-reliance.
• Boys’ testosterone develops the body at a ratio of 40% muscle mass to 15% fat.
• By the end of adolescence, boys have 10 times more testosterone than they did before
puberty.
Focus vs. Multi-task
• In males, less data moves through the parietal lobe; making the male brain better at “zoning
out;” males tend to have less tactile sensitivity.
• Male brains tend to have more grey matter (cell bodies of nerve cells), making them less
efficient multi-taskers and better at learning through task and project focus.
• Boys’ brains overall operate with 15% less blood flow than do girls’, and they are structured
to learn with less multi-tasking.
• Males’ basal ganglia is likely to engage more quickly, resulting in males generally being
quicker to respond to attention demands in their physical environment.
Brain Rest Matters
• When males feel overstimulated and frustrated, there is marked swelling in their amygdala,
an anger and aggression centre in the brain with significantly higher volume of tissue in
males.
• The male brain has an essential rest state that it reverts to while switching between tasks to
recharge. Female resting brain is significantly more active than the male resting brain.
•

5.

6.

7.

8.

Our boys need us now in ways they have not before.
They are being raised in a very complex world and many of their support systems
and developmental frameworks have crumbled.
As we bring our passionate attention to boys today,
and come together to nurture, support, and educate them well, we give a gift not only to them,
but to our families, communities, and culture.
I hope you will agree that it is time for a coordinated grassroots effort to help our sons.
[Michael Gurian]
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What does all this science tell us?
So, what does all this science tell us? Perhaps what we already know and have known for
centuries. Boys and girls are different. If you say to a casual observer the points below about
human nature, they would not appear to be surprised, and yet few schools adapt their education
institutions to the following:
• Boys tend to be more physical, more aggressive, more likely to roughhouse than girls
• Boys are less communicative or verbal than girls
• Boys tend to be more impulsive than girls
• Girls are more efficient multi-taskers than boys
• Boys are more competitive and assertive than girls
• Boys are more mechanical than girls
• Boys are stronger than girls
How do we help boys do better in school and society?
Today, we can help our boys do better and live better if we pay attention to the science and apply it
at home and in schools. A few suggestions:
1. Stay informed and respond to differences positively
2. Seek out a school that is the right fit for boys
3. Give boys the space to be boys
[from Boys & Girls Learn Differently, Michael Gurian with Kathy Stevens, and It’s a Boy, Michael Thompson, PhD & Teresa H. Barker]
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More on the differences between boys and girls
1. The boy’s brain at least ten percent larger than the girl’s … Within the smaller girl’s brain is a larger
corpus callosum than in the larger boy’s brain. The corpus callosum is the bundle of nerves that
connects the brain’s right and left hemispheres.
2. Moore and Frost have summarized how this happens:
• “During fetal life when the brain and nervous system are being organized, the female cortex
(brain) develops in advance of the male cortex. The left half of the cortex (the part of the brain
that controls thinking) develops somewhat later than the right (the part that works with
spatial relationships). In males, though, there is an even greater lag.
• ‘As a result,’ one neurologist says, ‘when the right side is ready to hook up with the left side
(by sending over connecting nerve fibers) in the male the appropriate cells don’t yet exist on
the left. So (the fibers go back and instead form connections within the right hemisphere. You
end up with extremely enriched connections with in the right.’”
• One of the results of this structural difference is increased focus in the male brain on spatial
relationships and activity.
3. Recent studies show that the wiring of male and female brains for social connection is significantly
affected not just by genes but by the amount of testosterone that gets into the fetal brain.
• A boy is, in large part, hard-wired to be who he is. We can’t, in large part, change who he is.
We can teach him to develop who he is with confidence, and toward a direction that
contributes to our world. In this view, our best choices in nurturing him revolve around who
he is, then channelling his energy in ways appropriate to him …
• From infancy, a boy’s motor activity is more vigorous than girls’ … boys tend to be more
irritable … He will hit more. He will try to one-up more … He will generally be more competitive
than his sister … He will seek rough and tumble play or if he perceives himself as physically
weak, another outlet for aggression. …
4. Little boys, much more so than little girls, manipulate objects like blocks to see how they use up
space. The male brain is set up to be intensely spatial, the female brain is not.
5. The male brain is not set up to be verbal but the female is. When verbal skills are tested, much
less of the male brain is used than the female, and the intensity of activity in the left hemisphere
is increased in the female over the male.
6. Boys in general do less well in reading than girls—one reason is the smaller corpus callosum. The
brain that will read better is the brain that can draw more heavily on both sides of the brain at
one, which is what reading requires.
• Boys have three times more reading difficulties than girls. Preschool boys often come into
their verbal skills up to a year later than girls.
• On the other hand, boys test out on average better at math than girls. The brain holds the key.
Math is an abstract, spatial construct of the right hemisphere. Boys will on average do better
at it. Verbal skills originate in the left hemisphere. Girls on average do better at them.
• The smaller corpus callosum in boys is also one of the reasons boys find it more difficult to
identify with accuracy the emotions on another person’s face.
• That, too, is an activity that is better done when more of the brain is being used.
7. Because the female cortex develops faster than the male, it is able to create the larger corpus
callosum, and because that bundle of nerves is larger, it is able to enjoy more cross-talk between
the left and right hemispheres of the brain than does a boy’s brain.
8. A boy’s brain secretes more testosterone than a girl’s and transmits less serotonin. Boys become
all the more aggressive, girls less aggressive.
• If we could look with our X-ray vision even deeper into the brain, we would identify a
neurotransmitter, serotonin, which inhibits aggressive behavior, and which exists in higher
levels in girls than boys. Serotonin works hormones secreted in the hypothalamus of the brain,
hormones like testosterone.
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9. Boys, dominated by testosterone, often feel compelled to gain independence earlier than girls,
but only when they feel safe and confident that they are not losing a parent’s love.
• If a parent misunderstands this equation – holds on to the boy longer than he wants to be
emotionally controlled; or disrupts his sense of safety through a circumstance like divorce –
his natural and very testosterone-controlled urge to separate and force himself into the world
is disrupted …
10. A boy without a ‘peer group’ feels lost. One of the many reasons boys join gangs is the search for
a group in which he can relax, have a task, feel powerful as part of a collective, yet not feel
constantly invaded by emotional stimulation. … Boys need large groups to flourish, yet at the same
time need space, a comfort zone, an amplified sense of not being threatened.
11. Overall, brain research has shown how the female brain is at work in more sections than the male
just about all the time. It is on call in a way the male is not. To use an analogy: the male brain turns
on, like a machine, to do its task, then turns off; the female brain is always on. This is an
exaggeration, of course, for parts of the male are also always on, but when Gur compares the two
brains in non-active states, the difference between the constantly “on” female brain and “on/off”
male brain is startling.
• This difference is a primary reason males are so “task-oriented,” testing out as less able than
females to do a number of different kinds of tasks at once; and why males react to
interruptions in their thinking with more of a sense of invasion than females tend to, and
combined with testosterone-based aggression, more forcefully. …
12. Boys tend to use up far more space than girls. The boy’s brain tries to recreate itself in the outside
world by creating and playing games—like basketball, football, etc.—that fill large spaces and
challenge the male brain to hone its skill at moving objects through space.
• The girl’s brain tries to recreate itself in the outside world by creating situations and playing
games—like house, doll life, imagine community life—that use lots of verbal skills, require lots
of one on one communication between actors, and involve overtly complex emotional
behavior.
13. Boys look at objects for shorter but more active periods than girls do. Girls pay attention longer
than boys. This tendency continues throughout a boy’s life. When parents complain that boys
don’t pay attention, part of the reason is innate.
• Teachers will find it helpful to get boys to pay attention is to wrap the activity or theme they
want attended to around a connected activity involving objects moving in space—whether in
a game, on the computer, or in a physical job.
14. Boys (and men) tend to process and release feelings in specific ways:
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How boys and men tend to process and release feelings
The action-release method. Men and boys process and release feelings in quick bursts of
displayed energy. Often, they angrily yell, or fly off the handle, or slam a door, or hit their fist into
a table, or “turn off” and bury themselves in some form of activity. They are processing and
releasing feelings through action.
• The suppression-delayed reaction method. Males are wired for a certain degree of delayed
reaction. The male brain is very much a problem-solving brain, so it delays emotional reactions in
order to solve a problem. It is very common for men with problems to say nothing; they get quiet
or irritable or drink. Often, they experience emotional pain or trauma … and don’t even know it.
• Physical-expression method. Men will experience, express, and expel their feelings physically to
a greater extent than girls (on average). … In order to facilitate this … we must give boys and men
space.
• The going-into-the-cave method. Studies show that males can take up to seven hours longer than
females to process ‘hard emotional data’ – in other words, stimulation that requires complex
emotive responses. Males often feel overwhelmed by women’s feelings, and verbalization of
feelings. They often need to get away from the stimulation.
• The talking-about-feelings method. Because the two halves of the male brain are connected by
a smaller group of fibers – the corpus callosum – than in the female brain, we can expect males in
general to have greater difficulty than females expressing feelings. Information flows less easily
from the right side of the brain to the verbal, left side. As the male brain matures in the first decade
of life, then through the hormonal adjustments of puberty, we see boys getting less and less able
to connect feelings and verbal information in comparison to girls. We have to pick and choose the
right moment to ask him, “How do you feel?” Or “How was that (experience) for you?” Timing is
everything here. We may need to wait until he’s in a place where he feels emotionally safe. We
may need to ask once, wait a few minutes, then let it go – letting him come to us on his timing.
Men who are constantly asked how they feel will feel nagged and start building up resentment.
• The problem-solving method. Often men do not invest as much emotive energy in certain lowlevel problems as we think they should. For men, the solving of a problem often releases the
emotive energy of the experience. This is one reason males in general move to problem-solving
as quickly as they can. Part of it is that they’ve been trained that way, but most of it begins in their
hormones and brains – they see a problem, it agitates them, once they solve it, they feel much
better.
• Crying. Males, by the time they are school age, will cry only under very stressful and very safe
circumstances. As their brains form more completely and testosterone dominates them more
fully, crying makes them feel unsafe, vulnerable. That vulnerability is frightening not only because
the culture teaches him not to cry but because in order to cry, he must be processing hard emotive
data at such a fast and confusing rate – something his brain, unlike the female’s, is not as well
wired to do
15. Boys smell less, taste less, get less soothing and input from tactile information, and hear less
• Boys from very early on are reported to ignore voices, even parents’ voices, more than girls
do. In some of these cases, they are simply not hearing. Boys also do less well than girls at
picking out background noises. Boys, quite simply, hear less background noise and
differentiate less. This is one of the reasons parents and anyone around boys report having to
speak more loudly to the boy than to a girl.
• When parents and educators feel unheard by boys, some of the frustration needs to be
replaced by an understanding of how the boy’s brain is working. If he is not hearing, try
another sense—especially the visual, which is the boy’s best sense on average. Also try to get
the message to him through stories, games, objects that move through space. Start by learning
which is his better ear.
•
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16. Boys do better with visual problems and interpreting visual information when it is presented to
their left eye—the one that feeds the right hemisphere, their strongest hemisphere, the
hemisphere that specializes in spatial relationships.
• Girls do equally well with visual information no matter which eye it’s presented to.
• Even in infancy, boys gaze at their mothers one half the amount of time girls do. … The real
reason for his quick visual fix, then eye movement to whatever objects are in the room, lies in
his brain’s need to move quickly from object to object in space.
• Television, videogames, and the whole computer culture is much a creation of the male brain.
It is predominantly a visual means of communication, providing lots of quick moving images
and objects moving through virtual space. …
17. It probably comes as no surprise to anyone that girls (and women) want prolonged touch more
than boys and men. The brain has set us up this way.
• Boys, especially when they get older, often feel demanded upon when they are forced to hug
or show physical affection, etc.
• Simultaneously, girls often feel diminished and unloved when they don’t get a higher amount
of prolonged physical touch. Much of this is hard-wired by the brain.
18. These brain differences continue robustly throughout male and female life. … This is not to say
that romance and other kinds of social life can’t lead a man and woman or boy and girl to gain the
skills of the other sex, or that parents and educators can’t teach children and adults the skills of
the other brain, or that boys relating to girls and girls to boys is somehow anti-neurological. Those
sorts of interpretations are over-reactions. A rich community life means relating to as many people
as are helpful to community spirit. Brain information is a pathway to a child-raising system in
which boys and girls discover who they are …

[Material above taken from The Wonder of Boys, 1997, Michael Gurian, PhD]
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Boy Babies & Young Boys
When a baby is happy, growth hormone flows into its body, right into its brain, and development
blossoms. When it is stressed, the stress hormone cortisol slows down growth, especially brain
growth. So, interaction, laughter and love are like food for a baby’s brain.
All this interaction is being remembered in these new brain areas; the baby is learning how to
read faces and moods, be sensitive, learn calmness, fun, stern admonition, or warm love. Soon the
baby will learn language, music, movement, rhythm – but above all, the capacity for feeling good and
being empathetic with other people.
Boy babies are just a little slower, a little less wired for sociability, so they especially need this
help. And they need it from someone who knows them very well, has the time, and is reasonably
happy and content. The process keeps going right into little boyhood. …
If at all possible, a boy should stay home with one of his parents or a close relative until about
age three. Day care of the institutional kind does not suit boys’ nature during these very early years.
Many studies have shown that boys are more prone than girls to separation anxiety and to
becoming emotionally shut down as a result of feeling abandoned. Also, a boy of this age may cope
with his anxiety by becoming restless or aggressive. Experienced caregivers talk about the “sad/angry
boy syndrome” – a little boy who feels abandoned and anxious and converts that into hitting and
hurting behaviour. He may carry this behaviour into school and later life. …
At around six years of age, a big change takes place in boys. There seems to be a sudden
“switching on” of boys’ masculinity at this age. … They suddenly want to play with swords … fight and
wrestle, and make lots of noise. Something else happens that is really important: it has been observed
in all societies around the world. At around six years of age, little boys seem to “lock in” to their dad,
or step-dad, or whichever male is around; they want to be with him, learn from him, and copy him.
They want to study how to be male.
If a dad ignores his son at this time, the boy will often launch an all-out campaign to get his
attention. … Boys may steal, break things, act aggressively at school, and develop any number of
problem behaviours just to get dad to take an interest. But if dad is already in there on a daily basis,
playing, teaching, and caring for his son, then this age will go much more smoothly.
This sudden shift of interest to the father does not mean that Mom leaves the picture. … If, in
the early years, a mother suddenly withdraws her presence or her warmth and affection, then a
terrible thing happens: the boy, to control his grief and pain, shuts down the part of him that connects
with her – his tender and loving part. He finds it just too painful to feel loving feelings if they are no
longer reciprocated by his mother.
If a boy shuts down this part of himself, he will have trouble as an adult expressing warmth or
tenderness to his own partner or children, and be a rather tense and brittle man.
We all know men like this (bosses, fathers, even husbands) who are emotionally restricted
and awkward with people. We can make sure our sons are not like this by hugging them, talking to
them, listening to their feelings, whether they are five, ten, or fifteen. …
The six-to-fourteen-year-old boy still adores his mother and has plenty to learn from her. But
his interests are changing – he is becoming more focused on what men have to offer. A boy knows
that he is turning into a man. He has to “download the software” from an available male to complete
his development.
The mother’s job is to relax about this and stay warm and supportive. The father’s job is to
progressively step up his involvement. If there is no father around, the child depends more or finding
other men …

[Raising Boys, Steve Biddulph]

Bear in mind that we are raising men, not boys,
and although teaching boys is not a simple matter,
fixing men is virtually impossible, and,
finally, we reap what we sow!
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The Testosterone Cycle
Janine is pregnant – seven weeks pregnant … she doesn’t know it yet, but her baby is going to be a
boy. We say “going to be,” because a fetus doesn’t start that way! It may surprise you to know that all
young creatures start life as a female. The Y chromosome that makes a baby into a boy is an “add on”
chromosome that starts to act in the womb well into the pregnancy—to give a boy the extra parts he
needs to be a boy and to stop other parts from growing. A male is a female with optional extras. That’s
why everyone has nipples, though not everyone needs them.
The Testosterone Cycle
In Janine’s baby’s tiny body, at around the eighth week of pregnancy, the Y chromosomes stir in the
cells and testosterone starts being made. As a result of this new chemical presence, the baby starts to
become more of a boy – growing testicles and a penis, and undergoing other more subtle changes in
his brain and body.
Once the testicles are formed (by the fifteenth week they are fully developed), they start to
make extra testosterone, too, so he becomes progressively masculine.
If Janine is very stressed, perhaps as a result of a recent family grief or trauma, her body may
suppress the testosterone in baby Jamie’s body and he may not fully develop his penis and testicles,
and so will be incompletely developed at birth. He will catch up, however, in the first year.
Right after birth, young Jamie will have as much testosterone in his bloodstream as a twelveyear-old boy! He needs all this testosterone to stimulate his body to develop male qualities by the
time he is born. This “testosterone hangover” will result in his having little erections from time to time
as a newborn.
By three months of age, the testosterone level will drop off to about a fifth of the birth levels,
and throughout toddlerhood will stay pretty low. Boy and girl toddlers (I’m sure you’d agree) behave
pretty much the same.
At the age of four, for reasons nobody quite understands, boys receive a sudden surge of
testosterone – doubling their blood levels. At this age, little Jamie may become much more interested
in action, heroics, adventures, and vigorous play. …
At five years of age, the testosterone level drops by a half, and young Jamie calms down again,
just in time for school. Enough testosterone is still around for him to be interested in activity,
adventure, and exploration, but not especially interested in girls.
Somewhere between the ages of eleven and thirteen, the level starts to rise sharply again.
Eventually – usually around age fourteen – it will increase by some 800 percent over the toddlerhood
level. The result is a sudden growth and elongation of the boy’s arms and legs – to the extent that his
whole nervous system has to re-wire itself. (For computer buffs, it’s a little like installing the latest
version of Windows!) In about 50 percent of boys, the testosterone level gets so high that some
converts to estrogen, and breast swelling and tenderness may be experienced. This is nothing to worry
about. … Testosterone also affects mood and energy – it is more than just a growth hormone. There
is no doubt it causes energetic and boisterous behaviour.
That’s why, for centuries, horses have been gelded to make them better behaved. … It makes
certain parts of the brain grow and others slowdown in growth …
Around age thirteen, the reorganization of Jamie’s brain, linked with the rapid growth of his
body, makes him dopey and disorganized for many months. His mother and his father have to act as
his substitute brain for a while! If they are not aware of the reasons for this, parents can wonder where
they have gone wrong. If Jamie’s parents know this is all part of puberty and take a relaxed, but vigilant
attitude, things should work out just fine.
By age fourteen, the testosterone level is at a peak, and pubic hair, acne, strong sexual
feelings, and general restlessness may well drive Jamie and everyone around him slightly crazy. For
most families, this is the most challenging year of raising boys. Take comfort: if you hang in there and

37

stay caring and firm, it does pass. In the later years, boys become increasingly more sensible and
mature.
When Jamie reaches his mid-twenties, things settle down, hormonally speaking. His
testosterone level is just as high, but his body has become used to this and he is not quite so reactive.
Erections are a little more under control! The hormone continues to endow him with male features –
such as high cholesterol, baldness, hairy nostrils, and so on – well into later life.
On the plus side, the testosterone gives him surges of creative energy, a love of competition,
and a desire to achieve and to be protective. Ideally, his energies will be channeled into activities and
career choices (as well as a happy sex life) that bring all kinds of satisfaction and benefits.
In his early forties, Jamie’s levels of testosterone begin a very gradual decline. He goes for
several days at a time without thinking about sex! In the bedroom, quality replaces quantity. In the
world, Jamie now has less to prove and is more mellow and wise. …
Each boy is unique
What we have described here is the pattern for the average boy. There is a wide variation among
males and also lots of overlap between the sexes. Some girls will have more testosterone-type
behavior than some boys, and some boys will show more estrogen-type behavior than some girls.
Nonetheless, the general pattern will hold true for most children.
Understanding boys’ hormones and their effects means that we can understand what is going
on and be sympathetic and helpful. Just as a good husband understands if his partner has PMS
(premenstrual syndrome), a good parent of a boy understands his TNT (testosterone needing
tutoring).
Boys act tough to cover up their fear … environment influences biology
Boys act tough to cover up their fear. If someone is clearly the boss, they relax. But the boss must not
be erratic or punitive. If the person in charge is a bully, the boys’ stress levels rise, and it’s back to the
law of the jungle. If the teacher, scoutmaster, or parent is kind and fair (as well as strict), boys will
drop their macho act and get on with learning. …
Not everyone accepts that hormones affect boys’ behaviour. Some feminist biologists have
argued that men have testosterone through conditioning – that it comes from being raised that way.
There is actually a partial truth in this. One study found that boys in scary or violent school
environments produced more testosterone. When the same school introduced a more supportive
environment (where teachers did not abuse or threaten, and bullying was tackled with special
programs), the boys’ levels of testosterone dropped measurably.
So, environment and biology both play a part. But environment only influences the hormone.
Nature – and boys’ built-in calendar – creates it. Success with boys means accepting their nature while
directing it in good ways. …
Ending sexual violence may just come down to treating children more kindly
Sex and aggression are somewhat linked – controlled by the same centers in the brain and by the same
hormone group. This has been the source of enormous human tragedy and suffering, inflicted in sexual
assaults on women, children, and men. Because of this connection, it is very important that boys are
helped to relate to women as people, to have empathy, and to learn to be good lovers.
It’s never an excuse for male aggression to blame hormones. But it is vital that we separate
the stimuli of violence from the stimuli of sex. …
Overcoming sexual violence may just come down to treating children more kindly. Raymond
Wyre, a British expert on working with men who sexually abuse children, found in his work that
although not every sex offender had been the victim of sexual assault (though many had been) every
one, without exception, had been the recipient of a very cruel and uncaring childhood. He felt that the
lack of empathy, resulting from never having been shown consistent understanding and kindness, was
the key factor determining whether someone will sexually assault another human being. …

[Raising Boys, Steve Biddulph]
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Masculinity challenges shape male behaviors
Masculinity challenges are contextual interactions that result in masculine degradation. Masculinity
challenges arise from interactional threats and insults from peers, teachers, parents, and from
situationally defined masculine expectations that are not achievable. Both, in various ways, proclaim
a man or boy subordinate in contextually defined masculine terms. …
Masculinity challenges may motivate social action towards masculine resources (e.g., bullying,
fighting) that correct the subordinating social situation, and various kinds of crime can be the result.
Crime is one of the avenues that men turn to in developing, demonstrating, and
communicating their manhood. Indeed, criminal activity constitutes a gendered practice that can be
used to communicate parameters of manhood. As such, crime is more likely when men need to prove
themselves and when they are held accountable to a strict set of expectations. [BH Note: Don’t forget
‘white collar’ and big crimes.] Furthermore, sociologists West and Fenstermaker contend that this
accountability – the gendered actions that people develop in response to what they perceive others
will expect of them – is encountered in interactions between individuals and institutions.
… A consequence of enhanced policing, surveillance and punitive treatment of marginalized
boys was the development of a specific set of gendered practices, which were heavily influenced by
interactions with police, detention facilities, and probation officers …
“Each of us shapes our behavior according to gendered expectations, and each of us is subject
to a system of accountability that is gendered, raced, and classed …“ (sociologists West and
Fenstermaker)

[from criminologist and masculinity scholar James Messerschmidt, in Punished by Victor Rios, Assistant Professor,
Department of Sociology, University of California, Santa Barbara]
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Data from “The Fragile Male” Study
Men treated with gentle, loving care as babies are more likely to succeed in work and relationships,
according to UK psychiatrists. Baby boys who are taught to be tough are less confident and more
aggressive, says Dr Sebastian Kraemer, from London’s Whittington Hospital. He told doctors at the
Royal College of Psychiatrists’ annual conference in Harrowgate, that boys were naturally fragile.
“Parents should treat boys as gently as girls to compensate for this” and “if you want a real
man, treat your baby boy as weak, not strong, and then he will become strong,” he said.
“The human male is, on most measures, more vulnerable than the female. Part of the
explanation is the biological fragility of the male fetus, which is little understood and not widely
known. A typical attitude to boys is that they are, or must be made, more resilient than girls.
“This adds ‘social insult to biological injury.’ Culture and class make a difference to the health
and survival of boys. The data presented here have implications for the clinical management of male
patients as well as for the upbringing of boys.”
Here is more data from the “The Fragile Male” by Dr Sebastian Kraemer, Consultant Child and
Adolescent Psychiatrist:
Downhill from conception to birth
At conception there are more male than female embryos. This may be because the spermatozoa
carrying the Y chromosome swim faster than those carrying X. The male's pole position is, however,
immediately challenged. External maternal stress around the time of conception is associated with a
reduction in the male to female sex ratio, suggesting that the male embryo is more vulnerable than
the female. From this point on it is downhill all the way.
The male fetus is at greater risk of death or damage from almost all the obstetric catastrophes
that can happen before birth. Perinatal brain damage, cerebral palsy congenital deformities of the
genitalia and limbs, premature birth, and stillbirth are commoner in boys, and by the time a boy is
born he is on average developmentally some weeks behind his sister: “A newborn girl is the
physiological equivalent of a 4 to 6 week old boy.” The male brain is heavier, with a larger
hypothalamus, probably from the influence of a surge of testosterone in the third trimester of
pregnancy, which also promotes greater muscle bulk.
Male excess of developmental and behavioural disorders
By the time a boy is born the pattern seems set. Developmental disorders—such as specific reading
delay, hyperactivity, autism and related disorders, clumsiness, stammering, and Tourette's
syndrome—occur three to four times more often in boys than in girls, although girls, when they have
such a disorder, may be more severely affected.
Conduct and oppositional disorders are at least twice as common in boys. Genetic factors are
known to play a part, varying from low heritability in conduct disorder to high in autism, but why are
they all commoner in boys?
None of these conditions is sex-linked in the classical sense. But Skuse et al propose that the
X chromosome does carry some of the burden of the social and cognitive deficits that are common to
many (but not all) of these disorders. They found that, of people with Turner's syndrome (XO)(BH
Editorial Note: the zero signifies lack of 2nd chromosome) those with an X chromosome from their
mothers (who would be boys if they also had a Y chromosome) had significantly more hyperactivity,
attention deficits, and poorer social and emotional expressivity than those with X chromosomes from
their fathers. These results are supported by the twin study of Scourfield et al, which shows a
significant genetic influence on social cognition to the disadvantage of males. “Males are attempting
something extra all through life.”
Social and cultural attitudes: danger and despair
Since the sex of most fetuses is unknown to the parents until birth, social attitudes and prejudices
about the sex of the baby cannot make any difference, but as soon as the child is born these can
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amplify pre-existing biological disadvantage or indeed, in traditional patriarchal societies where males
are strongly favored, reduce it. … Cultural expectations about masculinity shape the experience of
boys as they grow up. Most at risk are the “boys who don't talk.” They become “ashamed of being
ashamed,” and try to stop feeling anything.
This makes them seem invulnerable, even to themselves. This is not a safe strategy.
The excess of non-fatal and fatal accidents among boys seems to be part of a pattern of poor
motor and cognitive regulation in the developing male, leading to misjudgment of risk. In adolescence
the nature of risk taking may change and lead to dangerous experiments with drugs and alcohol or to
violence against self and others. As is now well known, the suicide rate in young men is several times
higher than in young women and has risen alarmingly from the late 1970s until recently in Britain and
several other Western nations. The dramatic rise in this statistic, which parallels a soaring rate in
violent crime, also largely due to males, implicates powerful environmental rather than biological
factors. …
Males are better at throwing … but more out of touch
Coeducation has exposed another difference that was less evident (even though paradoxically more
pronounced) in the past: that girls are better than boys at most academic subjects. … Boys mature
more slowly than girls and later tend to catch up with girls academically. Disruptive (“boyish”) behavior
may be less tolerated in modern schools than it was in the past. Males, meanwhile, tend to have
superior skills in mathematics and other non-verbal tasks. Even at the age of 2 boys do better than
girls at building a bridge with toy bricks.
In general, males are better at spatial and navigational skills, such as throwing, map reading,
chess, and architecture, though these are not invariable advantages. …
Girls have better literary skills and are more aware of and explicit about their feelings, while
boys tend to clam up, especially when their emotions are high, and just feel uncomfortable and
awkward without knowing why. The much-studied defect “alexithymia”—lack of an emotional
vocabulary—is much commoner in boys.
Even though almost all the most powerful positions in politics and business are still occupied
by relatively few men, recent social changes in post-industrial societies do not favor the majority, but
in the rest of the world men retain social advantages—two thirds of the 960 million illiterate adults in
the world are female.
Disorders of addiction, particularly substance abuse, are commoner in males. Even when ill,
men may not notice signs of illness, and when they do, they are less likely to seek help from doctors.
This tendency will account for some of the excess suicides in males. In his despair the victim believes
that no help is available, that talking is useless.
If baby boys are typically harder to care for it is arguable that they will be more likely to feel
lonely as adults.
Lethal diseases
Later in life the process continues unabated. Circulatory disorders, diabetes, alcoholism, duodenal
ulcer, and lung cancer are all commoner in men, while women have significantly higher rates of
depressive, eating, and connective tissue disorders.
Male suicide rates continue to exceed those in females throughout life, and, as is universally
known, women survive men by several years in almost all countries, and the gap is widening. …
There is unlikely to be a single explanation for all the foregoing differences, but it is worth
exploring the period in life where there may be interaction between inborn and environmental
qualities.
Infant boys are more sensitive
If newborn boys are less mature than girls then they probably require more attention. Trevarthen
observed that parents tend to mimic newborn boys more than they do girls, suggesting that as
caregivers they have to work harder with boys. Tronick and Weinberg state that “infant boys are more
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emotionally reactive than girls. They display more positive as well as negative affect, focus more on
the mother, and display more distress and demands for contact than do girls. Girls show more interest
in objects, a greater constancy of interest, and better self-regulation of emotional states.”
At six months Malatesta and Haviland found a “very significant sex difference for the
expression of interest, with female infants displaying interest expressions more frequently than males
… female infants have more open eyes and higher brow placements than male infants [which] may
serve to lead observers to quite different overall impressions about male and female sociability.”
Boys tended to be too excitable, and mothers did all they could to soothe and settle them, at
some cost to their development. One of the findings of Murray and her colleagues is that boys are
more affected by maternal postnatal depression than girls, the effect extending into nursery school
years, long after the depression has lifted. One of the most notable effects is inattentiveness and
hyperactivity, especially in boys from families of lower social class.
In Fivush's study of communication styles of mothers with their 3-year-old children, the
mothers did not judge any of their daughters to be angry, only their sons. Significant differences in the
perception of emotional states are already established by this age.
When exposed to the distress of others, young boys are less sympathetic than girls. A group
of 6-year-old girls and boys were listening to the recorded sound of a crying baby. Many more girls
than boys spoke kindly to what they assumed was a real infant, while more than twice as many boys
simply turned the speaker off. Tracings of heart rate variability suggested that the boys were more
anxious; they could not tolerate the infant's distress.
Nor can they tolerate their own. In a recent study of the effects of early bereavements and
separations, although the numbers were about equal in both sexes, boys dismissed the experiences
as of little concern more often than girls, while girls were more often unduly preoccupied by them.
Neither of these are healthy responses, but the boys' denial of loss or sorrow is consistent with the
male habit of not knowing how he feels and not asking for help when it is needed. In one sample of
British GPs, male doctors showed more anxiety and depression than female doctors (and more than
the average male population) and were more likely to avoid contact with other people when stressed.
The care of boys is generally more difficult and therefore more likely to go wrong, adding to
the deficits already existing before birth. Since most of the growth of the human brain takes place
after birth, some early environmental stressors could lead to disadvantage for boys being “wired in.”
In any case, in boys the formation of secure attachment to a caregiver is more subject than in girls to
parental unavailability, insensitivity, or depression. …
Conclusion
Before concluding that maleness is a genetic disorder it is important to note that the foregoing data
are embedded in social values about normality. A hominid male of, say, half a million years ago may
have needed all the opportunities for risk taking he could get, just to procreate. … Many male
mammals fail in their primary biological goal, which is to reproduce. They risk instead being excluded,
wounded, or killed by rivals. Rivalries in human societies are more complex: perhaps competition for
females has been replaced by competition with them.
The survival skills required by our ancestors, such as how to calculate physical risk, are not
very similar to those needed today, even if we still have most of the same genes. Male advantages in
physical strength and spatial skills were probably more useful in the past.
In contrast, while the pre-eminence of the few men who reach the very top of public life is
barely dented by women, the modern male is now more often seen as lacking qualities associated
with females, such as self-regulation of emotions and reflectiveness.
[“The fragile male,” Sebastian Kraemer, Child Psychiatrist]
When men find themselves unemployed or underemployed,
they cannot ‘provide economically for their families.
Being the breadwinner has been the core of their identity

42

because they had little, if any, function in the family.’
With no job, or with a job that only employs them for a few hours a day,
many men become depressed, commit suicide or numb themselves with alcohol.
Although fathers might be home more,
they are probably not emotionally present for their families.
[This could lead to tension, unhappiness and domestic violence
… as well as tempt men to engage in crazy of illegal or immoral schemes to raise money to
regain the respect of the family … but this undermines their moral authority in the family.]
[Margo Maine, Father Hunger]

43

Adolescence lasts from puberty to the early 20s
The psychologist Laurence Steinberg of Temple University has specialized in child and adolescent
psychological development for the last 40 years. He says that adolescence should be conceived of as
lasting from puberty to the early 20s; he views it as a unique opportunity for positive growth which is
too often squandered, in part because adults tend to think of it as a time both they and their children
have to survive. Steinberg says that until teens learn to “brake” their “overactive engines,” they need
support, guidance and sympathetic understanding.
Brain imaging demonstrates that the reward centers of adolescent brains “light up” more in
response to potential rewards than do either child or adult brains.
“The capacity for self-regulation is probably the single most important contributor to achievement,
mental health, and social success. The ability to exercise control over what we think, what we feel,
and what we do protects against a wide range of psychological disorders,
contributes to more satisfying and fulfilling relationships, and
facilitates accomplishment in the worlds of school and work. …
This makes developing self-regulation the central task of adolescence, and the goal
that we should be helping them pursue as parents, educators, and health care professionals.”

Developing self-regulation is the central task of adolescence
Researchers have also found that the prefrontal cortex is involved in the developing sense of self, in
learning to attribute complex mental states such as intentions both to oneself as well as to other
people. One of the notable things Steinberg found is that adolescents are also more primed than
either children or adults to respond to rewards. The reward centers of adolescent brains “light up”
more in response to potential rewards than they do in either child or adult brains.
This, plus the fact that the brain’s malleability enables it to assimilate new information and
skills more easily, suggests that though boundaries are essential, reward-based challenges would be
more successful than threat and punishment-based rules, and at the same time would add positively
to a young person’s developing sense of self.
“The capacity for self-regulation is probably the single most important contributor to
achievement, mental health, and social success.”
Adolescence is a time when we are especially sensation seeking. Research shows that an
adolescent’s ability to judge the risks and potential dangers of a decision or situation is not that much
different from that of an adult’s. It’s just that adolescents are more prone to taking risks because of
psychosocial factors that affect their still-developing ability for self-regulation.
Adolescents have the same response to the sensation of risk as they do to the sensation of
reward. That response simply overrides any judgement or conscious decision-making and makes them
more likely to disregard potential hazards. This effect is heightened in the presence of peers because
peer approval is experienced as a reward.
This “peer pressure” can work for or against them. If teenagers perceive, for example, that
risky driving makes them more attractive or that engaging in unprotected sex makes them appear
more faithful, and those images are important to their personal identity within their peer group, they
may decide to engage in those behaviors despite their awareness of the risks. If we understand this
about adolescents, we can focus interventions that capitalize the upside and reduce the harm
associated with the risk-taking behavior that is more or less part of the adolescent self.
Providing young people with information about what’s happening to them developmentally
may also help them regulate both their extreme self-consciousness and propensity to take dangerous
risks.

[adapted from The Human Journey, 2019, Institute for the Study of Human Knowledge]

‘Human beings are naturally loving, intelligent, understanding, and caring’ … unless …
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The inherent reality of all human beings is that
they are naturally loving, intelligent, understanding and caring.
Thus for men (and women) to have been socialized to accept to hurt another human being
implies that in the process their true natures had to have been repressed, blocked,
and shut out from their consciousness.
For men (and women) to play their part in stopping the oppression of women,
they must liberate their true and inherent reality from beneath
the learned habits, attitudes and patterns of behaviour that perpetuate this oppression
- patterns which were forced on them by an ‘oppressive’ social system (which included both men and women)
during their formative developmental years.
The responsibility of every man (and woman) … then,
is to undergo personal psychological and spiritual transformation,
and then to work collectively with all other humans to assist … in their spiritual transformation.
[adapted from a 1989 Roger Coe talk]
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Information on girls and women for teachers, mothers, aunts, sisters
Until the 1990s, researchers paid little attention to female physiology, neuroanatomy, or psychology
separate from that of men. … Few scientists at the time were researching this link, and most
psychiatrists, like me, had been trained in traditional psychoanalytical theory, which examined
childhood experience but never considered that specific female brain chemistry might be involved.
When I started taking a woman’s hormonal state into account as I evaluated her
psychiatrically, I discovered the massive neurological effects her hormones have during different
stages of life … What we’ve found is that the female brain is so deeply affected by hormones that their
influence can be said to create a woman’s reality. They can shape a woman’s values and desires, and
tell her, day to day, what’s important. Their presence is felt at every stage of life, right from birth.
Each hormone state – girlhood, the adolescent years, the dating years, motherhood and
menopause – acts as fertilizer for different neurological connections that are responsible for new
thoughts, emotions, and interests. Because of the fluctuations that begin as early as three months old
and last until after menopause, a woman’s neurological reality is not as constant as a man’s.
Thanks to advances in genetics and non-invasive brain-imaging technology, there’s been a
complete revolution in neuroscientific research and theory. … As a result, scientists have documented
an astonishing array of structural, chemical, genetic, hormonal, and functional brain differences
between women and men. We’ve learned that men and women have different brain sensitivities to
stress and conflict. They use different brain areas and circuits to solve problems, process language,
experience, and store the same strong emotion.
The female and male brains process stimuli, hear, see, “sense” and gauge what others are
feeling in different ways. Our distinct female and male brain operating systems are mostly compatible
and adept but they perform and accomplish the same goals and tasks using different circuits. …
Under a microscope of an fMRI scan, the differences between male and female brains are
revealed to be complex and widespread. In the brain centers for language and hearing, for example,
women have 11 percent more neurons than men.
The principal hub of both emotion and memory formation—the hippocampus—is also larger
in the female brain, as is the brain circuitry for language and observing emotions in others. This means
that women are, on average, better at expressing emotions and remembering the details of emotional
events. Men, by contrast, have two and a half times the brain space devoted to sexual drive as well as
larger brain centers for action and aggression.
Biological instincts are the keys to understanding how we are wired, and they are the keys to
our success today … But first we have to learn to recognize how the female brain is genetically
structured and shaped by evolution, biology, and culture. Without that recognition, biology becomes
destiny and we will be helpless in the face of it. Biology does represent the foundation of our
personalities and behavioral tendencies.
But if in the name of free will—and political correctness—we try to deny the influence of
biology on the brain, we begin fighting our own nature. If we acknowledge that our biology is
influenced by other factors, including our sex hormones and their flux, we can prevent it from creating
a fixed reality by which we are ruled. The brain is nothing if not a talented learning machine. Nothing
is completely fixed. Biology powerfully affects but does not lock in our reality …
Female Brain Development Begins Before Birth
1. The majority of the brain development that determines her sex-specific circuits happens during
the first eighteen weeks of pregnancy.
• Until eight weeks old, the fetal brain looks female—female is nature’s default gender setting.
If you were to watch a female and a male brain developing via time-lapse photography you
would see their circuit diagrams being laid down according to the blueprint drafted by both
genes and sex hormones.
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A huge testosterone surge beginning in the eighth week will turn this unisex brain male by
killing off some cells in the communication centers and growing more cells in the sex and
aggression centers.
• If the testosterone surge doesn’t happen, the female brain continues to grow unperturbed.
The fetal girl’s brain cells sprout more connections in the communications centers and areas
that process emotion. …
Baby girls are born interested in emotional expression. They take meaning about themselves from
a look, a touch, every reaction from the people they come into contact with. From these cues they
discover whether they are worthy, lovable, or annoying. But take away the signposts that an
expressive face provides and you have taken away the female brain’s main touchstone for reality.
• Little girls … interpret an emotionless face that’s turned towards them as a signal they are not
doing something right. … The girls think that if they do it just right, they’ll get the reaction they
expect. … You can imagine, then, the negative impact on a little girl’s developing sense of self
of the unresponsive, flat face of a depressed mother … and she may come to believe, because
she can’t get the expected reaction to a plea for attention or a gesture of affection, that her
mother doesn’t really like her. …
Anyone who has raised boys and girls or watched them grow up can see that they develop
differently … But psychoanalytic theory misrepresented this sex difference and made the
assumption that greater facial gazing and the impulse to connect meant that girls were more
“needy” of symbiosis with their mothers.
• The greater facial gazing doesn’t indicate a need; it indicates an innate skill in observation. It’s
a skill that comes with a brain that is more mature at birth than a boy’s brain and develops
faster, by one to two years. … Girls can hear a broader range of emotional tones in the human
voice than can girls – just as bats can hear sounds that even cats and dogs cannot …
A girl is also astute at reading from facial expression whether or not she is being listened to. …
Whether or not she is being listened to will tell a young girl if others take her seriously, which in
turn goes to the growth of her sense of a successful self. …
“Infantile Puberty” is a hormone phase that lasts only nine months for boys, but is twenty-four
months long for girls. During this time, the ovaries begin producing huge amounts of estrogen—
comparable to the level of an adult female—that marinates the little girl’s brain.
• Scientists believe these infantile estrogen surges are needed to prompt the development of
the ovaries and brain for reproductive purposes. But this high quantity of estrogen also
stimulates the brain circuits that are rapidly being built. It spurs the growth and development
of neurons, further enhancing the female brain circuits and centers for observation,
communication, gut feelings, even tending and caring. Estrogen is priming these innate female
brain circuits so that this little girl can master her skills in social nuance and promote her
fertility.
Because of her ability to observe and feel emotional cues, a girl actually incorporates her mother’s
nervous system into her own. …
• Stressed mothers naturally become less nurturing, and their baby girls incorporate stressed
nervous systems that change the girls’ perception of reality. This isn’t about what is learned
cognitively—it is about what is absorbed by the cellular microcircuitry at the neurological
level. This may explain why some sisters* can have amazingly different outlooks.
• It appears that boys (with only one X chromosome) may not incorporate so much of the
mothers’ nervous system. (*Think of one sister raised by a fearful, anxious mother with a
violent, promiscuous father; and the second raised by a mother in a new, secure, and
nurturing relationship.)
• Neurological incorporation begins during pregnancy. Maternal stress during pregnancy has
effects on the emotional and stress hormone reactions, particularly in female offspring. …
Typical non-testosteronized, estrogen-ruled girls are very invested in preserving harmonious
relationships. From their earliest days, girls live most comfortably and happily in the realm of

•

2.

3.

4.
5.

6.

47

7.

8.

9.

10.

peaceful interpersonal connections. … The twenty-four-month estrogen bath of girls’ infantile
puberty reinforces the impulse to make social bonds based on communication and
compromise. …
It is the brain that sets up speech differences … As has been observed in studies … girls participate
jointly in decision making, with minimal stress, conflict, or displays of status. … Their genes and
hormones have created a reality in their brains that tells them social connection is at the core of
their being.
• Boys know how to employ this affiliative speech style, too, but research shows they typically
don’t use it. Instead, they generally use language to command others, get things done, brag,
threaten, ignore a partner’s suggestion, and override each other’s attempts to speak. …
• The testosterone-formed boy brain simply doesn’t look for social connection in the same way
a girl brain does. In fact, disorders that inhibit people from picking up on social nuance—called
autism spectrum disorders and Asperger’s syndrome—are eight times more common in boys.
• Scientists now believe that the typical male brain, with only one dose of X chromosome (there
are two Xs in a girl), gets flooded with testosterone during development and somehow
becomes more easily socially handicapped. Extra testosterone and the genes in people with
these disorders may be killing off some brain’s circuits for emotional and social sensitivity.
The cause for the preference for same-sex playmates remains largely unknown, but scientists
speculate that basic brain differences may be one reason.
• Girls’ social, verbal, and relationship skills develop years earlier than boys.’ That their styles of
communication and interaction are completely different is probably a result of these brain
variations.
• Typical boys enjoy wrestling, mock fighting, and rough play … They also tend to threaten
others and get into more conflict than girls beginning as early as age two, and they are less
likely to share toys and take turns than are female children. …
• Studies show that girls take turns twenty times more often than boys and their pretend play
is usually about interactions in nurturing or caregiving relationships. Typical female brain
development underlies this behavior.
• Girls’ social agenda, expressed in play and determined by their brain development, is to form
close, one-on-one relationships. Boys play by contrast, is usually not about relationships—it’s
about the game or toy itself as well as social rank, power, defense of territory, and physical
strength. …
If we look at genetic females whose brains are exposed to surges of testosterone during this
period, we see that these girls’ behavior and presumably brain structures are more similar to those
of males than to those of females. …
• Nature certainly has the strongest hand in launching sex-specific behaviours, but experience,
practice and interaction with others can modify neurons and brain wiring.
• If you want to learn to play the piano, you must practice. Every time you practice, your brain
assigns more neurons to that activity, until finally you have laid new circuits between these
neurons so that, when you sit down at the bench, playing is second nature. …
Repetition strengthens those neurons and circuits in the baby’s brain that process and respond to
whatever initially captivated her or his attention. The cycle continues, and children thus learn the
customs of their gender. Since a little girl responds so well to faces, chances are that Mom and
Dad will make a lot of faces and she’ll get even better at responding. She’ll be engaged in an
activity that reinforces her face-studying skill, and her brain will assign more and more neurons to
that activity. …
• Scientists still don’t know exactly how much reshaping can occur to the brain nature gave us.
It runs against the grain of intuition, but some studies show that male and female brains may
have different genetic susceptibility to environmental influences.
• Either way, we know enough to see that the fundamentally misconceived nature versus
nurture debate should be abandoned: child development is inextricably both.
48

11. Though we live in the modern urban world, we inhabit bodies built to live in the wild, and each
female brain still carries within it the ancient circuitry of her strongest foremothers, engineered
for genetic success but retaining the deeply wired instincts developed in response to stress
experienced in the ancient wild.
12. Our stress responses were designed to react to physical danger and life- threatening situations.
Now couple that stress response with the modern challenges of juggling the demands of home,
kids, and work without enough support, and we have a situation in which women can perceive a
few unpaid bills as a stress that appears to be life-threatening. This response impels the female
brain to react as though the family were endangered by impending catastrophe.
• The male brain will not have the same perception unless the threat is of immediate, physical
danger.
• These basic structural variances in their brains lay the groundwork for many every-day
differences in the behavior and life experiences of men and women.
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When girls reach puberty
Female bodies and brain react to stress differently than do males’ once they have entered puberty.
Fluctuating estrogen and progesterone in the brain is responsible for the opposite stress responsivity
in the hippocampus of females. …
Girls begin to react more to relationship stresses and boys to challenges to their authority.
Relationship conflict is what drives a teen girl’s stress system wild. She needs to be liked and socially
connected; a teen boy needs to be respected and higher in the male pecking order.
The girl’s brain circuits are arranged and fueled by estrogen to respond to stress with
nurturant activities and the creation of protective social networks. She hates relationship conflicts.
Her brain’s stress response is massively triggered by social rejection. The ebb and flow of estrogen
during the menstrual cycle changes this sensitivity to psychological and social stress on a weekly basis.
The first two weeks of the cycle, when estrogen is high, a girl is more likely to be socially
interested and relaxed with others. In the last two weeks of the cycle, where progesterone is high and
estrogen is lower, she is more likely to react with increased irritability and will want to be left alone.
Estrogen and progesterone reset the brain’s stress response each month.
A girl’s self-confidence may be high one week but on thin ice the next.
During the juvenile phase of childhood, when estrogen levels are stable and low, a girl’s stress
system is calmer and more constant. Once estrogen and progesterone levels climb at puberty, her
responsivity to both stress and pain start to rise, all marked by new reactions in the brain to the stress
hormone cortisol. …

Why girls talk a lot
Connecting through talking (and texting) activates the pleasure centers in a girl’s brain. Sharing secrets
that have romantic and sexual implications activates those centers even more. We’re not talking about
a small amount of pleasure. This is huge. It’s a major dopamine and oxytocin rush, which is the biggest,
fattest neurological reward you can get outside of an orgasm.
Dopamine is a neurochemical that stimulates the motivation and pleasure circuits in the brain,
Estrogen in puberty increases dopamine and oxytocin production in girls.
Oxytocin is a neurohormone that triggers and is triggered by intimacy. When estrogen is on
the rise, a teen girl’s brain is pushed to make even more oxytocin – and to get even more
reinforcement for social bonding. At mid-cycle, during peak estrogen production, a girl’s dopamine
and oxytocin level is likely at its highest, too. Not only her verbal output is at its maximum but her
urge for intimacy is also peaking, Intimacy releases more oxytocin, which reinforces the desire to
connect, and connecting then brings a sense of pleasure and well-being.
Both oxytocin and dopamine production are stimulated by ovarian estrogen at the onset of
puberty – and for the rest of a woman’s fertile life. This means that teen girls are getting even more
pleasure from connecting and bonding – playing with each other’s hair, gossiping – than they did
before puberty. …
As soon as she gets her feelings hurt, the hormonal shift sets off a fearful fantasy that the
relationship will be over. … This is why the breakup of a friendship, or just the thought of social
isolation, is so stressful, especially among girl teens. Many brain circuits are geared to monitor
closeness, and when closeness is threatened, the brain sound the abandonment alarm loudly. …
Both sexes, to be sure, experience a powerful flood of neurochemicals and hormones when
they come under acute stress, preparing them to meet the demands of an imminent threat. And that
cascade can make males spring into action – their aggressive pathways are more direct than females.
… In the female brain, the circuit for aggression is more closely linked to cognitive, emotional,
and verbal functions than is the male aggression pathway, which is more connected to brain areas for
physical action.
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Why teen girls can be moody and sometimes mean to others
A girl’s emotional centers become highly responsive at puberty. Her brain’s emotion- and impulsecontrol system – the prefrontal cortex – has sprouted many more cells by the age of twelve but the
connections are still thin and immature. As a result, a teenage girl’s mood changes, resulting in part
from the increased emotional impulses blasting from the amygdala, are more rapid and dramatic. Her
prefrontal cortex is like an old dial-up modem receiving signals from broadband. It can’t handle the
increased traffic from the amygdala, and it often becomes overwhelmed. …
Changing hormonal conditions in girls’ brains through the menstrual cycle add even more
volatility to the mix. If estrogen and progesterone simply increased during the teen years and
remained at that new, higher level, the female brain would permanently readjust, But, as we have
seen, these hormones come in waves. Given the fact that the teen brain is undergoing major changes,
especially in areas that are particularly sensitive to shifts in hormones, puberty can be an outrageously
impulsive time for many girls.
Under no stress on a good week of the menstrual cycle, the teen girl’s prefrontal cortex may
function normally. At those times, she may have good judgment and appropriate behavior. But some
stress – like a disappointment or a bad grade – on a PMS day may derail the prefrontal cortex, causing
and exaggerated emotional response and out-of-control behavior … what at my house we call a
meltdown. …
Parents and teachers of teens … have to … stay calm. … Like it or not, you must provide the
control while her brain cannot … you have to exercise the good judgment that she lacks at that time.
Hormonal surges can turn nice girls into mean girls at the drop of an egg, and so can sexual
competition, which is strong – and pivotal – among teenage girls. This competition, however, plays
out with a different set of rules than does that among teen boys.
Girls are driven to gather in cliques, but there is another side, in which these cliques are at
war. Teen girls, we know, can be devastatingly mean. When females are competing with other
females, they often use more subtle tools, such as spreading rumors to undermine a rival …
Aggressive impulses can fluctuate with the hormones of the menstrual cycle. During some
weeks of the cycle, the teen girl will be more interested in social connection. During other weeks, she’ll
be more interested in power – over boys and other girls. … Of course, a hormone alone does not cause
a behavior. Hormones merely raise the likelihood that under certain circumstances a behavior will
occur. …
The sexual desire trigger for [all] genders is the androgen testosterone, the chemical that is
mistakenly called, by some, the “male hormone.” It’s actually a sex and aggression hormone, and both
males and females have a lot of it. Males produce it in their testes and adrenal glands, while females
make it in their ovaries and adrenal glands. In both males and females, testosterone is the chemical
fuel that gets the brain’s sexual engine going. When there’s enough fuel, testosterone revs the
hypothalamus, igniting erotic feelings and arousing sexual fantasies and physical sensations in the
erogenous zones.
The process works the same way in men and women, but there is a huge sex difference in the
amount of testosterone that’s available to “turn on” the brain. Men have on average ten to one
hundred times more testosterone than women. ...
In humans, the onset of sexual feelings and first intercourse for girls correlate with their
testosterone levels. One study of eighth-, ninth-, and tenth-grade girls found that higher levels of
testosterone were linked to more frequent sexual thoughts and more masturbation. Another study of
adolescent girls revealed that rising testosterone was a significant predictor of first intercourse. …
Between the ages of eight and fourteen, a girl’s estrogen level increases ten to twenty times,
but her testosterone level rises only about five times. A boy’s testosterone level increases twenty-fivefold between ages nine and fifteen.

[The Female Brain, Louann Brizendine, MD]
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Why boys don’t talk so much
When he is a teen, boys testosterone levels begin soaring off the charts, and he “disappears into
adolescence,” a phrase used by one psychologist friend of mine to describe why her fifteen year-old
son never wants to talk to her anymore, takes refuge with his buddies in person or online gaming, and
visibly cringes at the thought of a family dinner or outing. More than anything, he wants to be left
alone …
Why do previously communicative boys become so taciturn and monosyllabic that they verge
on autistic when they hit their teens? The testicular surges of testosterone marinate the boys’ brains.
Testosterone has been shown to decrease talking as well as interest in socializing – except when it
involves sports or sexual pursuit. In fact, sexual pursuit and body parts become pretty much
obsessions. … Let’s not mince words here. Young teen boys are often totally, single-mindedly
consumed with sexual fantasies, girls’ body parts, and the need to masturbate.
The reluctance to talk to adults comes out of magical thinking that grown-ups will read
between their spoken lines and the look in their eyes and know that the subject of sex has taken them
over, mind, body, and soul.
A teenage boy feels alone in and ashamed by his thoughts. Until his buddies start to joke and
comment about girls’ bodies, he thinks he is the only one consumed with such intense sexual fantasies
and the constant fear that someone will notice the erections over which he seems to have no control.
Compelling masturbatory frenzies overwhelm him many times a day. He lives in fear of being “found
out.” He’s even more wary of verbal intimacy with girls, though he dreams of other kinds of intimacy
with them day in and day out.
For a few of the teen years, the teen girl brain and the teen boy brain have seriously different
priorities when it comes to being close.
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All children have “special needs,” but a child with a disability has more …
Each child with a disability is a sister, brother or friend who has a favorite dish, song or game; a
daughter or a son with dreams and the desire to fulfill them …
Given opportunities to flourish as others might, children with disabilities have the potential to
lead fulfilling lives and to contribute to the social, cultural and economic vitality of their communities.
Yet surviving and thriving can be especially difficult for children with disabilities.
They are at greater risk of being poor than peers without disabilities. Even where children
share the same disadvantages, children with disabilities confront additional challenges as a result of
their impairments and the many barriers that society throws in their way. …
Children with disabilities encounter different forms of exclusion and are affected by them to
varying degrees depending on the type of disability they have, where they live and the culture and
class to which they belong.
Gender is also a crucial factor: girls with disabilities are also less likely to get an education,
receive vocational training or find employment than are boys with disabilities or girls without
disabilities. …
Exclusion often stems from invisibility. …
Children thus excluded are unknown to, and therefore cut off from, public services to which
they are entitled. These deprivations can have lasting effects – by limiting access to gainful
employment or participation in civic affairs later in life, for example. But access to and use of
supportive services and technology can position a child to her or his place in the community and
contribute to it. …
Inclusion goes beyond integration.
To take an example from the field of education, integration may be attempted simply by
admitting children with disabilities to ‘regular’ schools. Inclusion, however, is possible only when
schools are designed and administered so that all children can learn and play together. …
Little will change in the lives of children with disabilities unless attitudes change.
Ignorance about the nature and causes of impairments, invisibility of the children themselves,
serious underestimation of their potential and capacities, and other impediments to equal
opportunity and treatment all conspire to keep children with disabilities silenced and marginalized. …
The first steps towards inclusion are taken at home during the early years. Without the love,
sensory stimulation, health care and social inclusion to which they are entitled, children can miss
important developmental milestones and their potential may be unfairly limited, with significant social
and economic implications for themselves, their families and their communities.
A child whose disability or developmental delay is identified at an early stage will have a much
better chance of reaching her or his full capacity.
Early childhood education is important because 80 percent of the brain’s capacity develops
before the age of 3; the period before primary school provides opportunities to tailor developmental
education to the child’s individual needs. {UNICEF, 2013]
Somewhere, a child is being told he cannot play
because he cannot walk,
or another that she cannot learn because she cannot see.
That boy deserves a chance to play.
And we all benefit when that girl, and all children, can read, learn, and contribute.
[Anthony Lake, Executive Director, UNICEF, Children with Disabilities, 2013]

There is no relationship on this earth worth having
that does not have, in some way, to be earned.
[Joanna Trollope]
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Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) affect health across a lifetime
ACEs include physical, emotional, or sexual abuse; physical or emotional neglect; parental mental
illness, substance dependence, incarceration; parental separation or divorce; and domestic violence
– and affect lifetime health, even in the absence of high-risk behavior
The Adverse Childhood Experiences Study is something that everybody needs to know about. It was
done by Dr. Vince Felitti at Kaiser and Dr. Bob Anda at the CDC, and together, they asked 17,500 adults
about their history of exposure to what they called "adverse childhood experiences," or ACEs. Those
include physical, emotional, or sexual abuse; physical or emotional neglect; parental mental illness,
substance dependence, incarceration; parental separation or divorce; or domestic violence. For every
yes, you would get a point on your ACE score. And then what they did was they correlated these ACE
scores against health outcomes. What they found was striking.
Two things: Number one, ACEs are incredibly common. Sixty-seven percent of the population
had at least one ACE, and 12.6 percent, one in eight, had four or more ACEs.
The second thing that they found was that there was a dose-response relationship between
ACEs and health outcomes: the higher your ACE score, the worse your health outcomes. For a person
with an ACE score of four or more, their relative risk of chronic obstructive pulmonary disease was
two and a half times that of someone with an ACE score of zero. For hepatitis, it was also two and a
half times. For depression, it was four and a half times. For suicidality, it was 12 times. A person with
an ACE score of seven or more had triple the lifetime risk of lung cancer and three and a half times the
risk of ischemic heart disease, the number one killer in the United States of America. Well, of course
this makes sense. Some people looked at this data and they said, "Come on. You have a rough
childhood, you're more likely to drink and smoke and do all these things that are going to ruin your
health. This isn't science. This is just bad behavior."
It turns out this is exactly where the science comes in. We now understand better than we
ever have before how exposure to early adversity affects the developing brains and bodies of children.
It affects areas like the nucleus accumbens, the pleasure and reward center of the brain that
is implicated in substance dependence. It inhibits the prefrontal cortex, which is necessary for impulse
control and executive function, a critical area for learning. And on MRI scans, we see measurable
differences in the amygdala, the brain's fear response center. So, there are real neurologic reasons
why folks exposed to high doses of adversity are more likely to engage in high-risk behavior, and that's
important to know.
But it turns out that even if you don't engage in any high-risk behavior, you're still more likely
to develop heart disease or cancer. The reason for this has to do with the hypothalamic–pituitary–
adrenal axis, the brain's and body's stress response system that governs our fight-or-flight response.
How does it work? Well, imagine you're walking in the forest and you see a bear. Immediately,
your hypothalamus sends a signal to your pituitary, which sends a signal to your adrenal gland that
says, "Release stress hormones! Adrenaline! Cortisol!" And so your heart starts to pound. Your pupils
dilate, your airways open up, and you are ready to either fight that bear or run from the bear. And
that is wonderful if you're in a forest and there's a bear. But the problem is what happens when the
bear comes home every night, and this system is activated over and over and over again, and it goes
from being adaptive, or life-saving, to maladaptive, or health-damaging.
Children are especially sensitive … because their brains and bodies are just developing
Children are especially sensitive to this repeated stress activation, because their brains and bodies are
just developing.
High doses of adversity not only affect brain structure and function, they affect the developing
immune system, developing hormonal systems, and even the way our DNA is read and transcribed.
So, for me, this information threw my old training out the window, because when we understand the
mechanism of a disease, when we know not only which pathways are disrupted, but how, then as
doctors, it is our job to use this science for prevention and treatment. That's what we do.
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So, in San Francisco, we created the Center for Youth Wellness to prevent, screen and heal
the impacts of ACEs and toxic stress. We started simply with routine screening of every one of our kids
at their regular physical, because I know that if my patient has an ACE score of 4, she's two and a half
times as likely to develop hepatitis or COPD, she's four and half times as likely to become depressed,
and she's 12 times as likely to attempt to take her own life as my patient with zero ACEs. I know that
when she's in my exam room.
For our patients who do screen positive, we have a multidisciplinary treatment team that
works to reduce the dose of adversity and treat symptoms using best practices, including home visits,
care coordination, mental health care, nutrition, holistic interventions, and yes, medication when
necessary. But we also educate parents about the impacts of ACEs and toxic stress the same way you
would for covering electrical outlets, or lead poisoning, and we tailor the care of our asthmatics and
our diabetics in a way that recognizes that they may need more aggressive treatment, given the
changes to their hormonal and immune systems.
So, the other thing that happens when you understand this science is that you want to shout
it from the rooftops, because this isn't just an issue for kids in Bayview. I figured the minute that
everybody else heard about this, it would be routine screening, multi-disciplinary treatment teams,
and it would be a race to the most effective clinical treatment protocols. Yeah. That did not happen.
And that was a huge learning for me. What I had thought of as simply best clinical practice I now
understand to be a movement.
In the words of Dr. Robert Block, the former President of the American Academy of
Paediatrics, "Adverse childhood experiences are the single greatest unaddressed public health threat
facing our nation today." And for a lot of people, that's a terrifying prospect.
The scope and scale of the problem seems so large that it feels overwhelming to think about
how we might approach it. But for me, that's actually where the hopes lie, because when we have the
right framework, when we recognize this to be a public health crisis, then we can begin to use the
right tool kit to come up with solutions.
From tobacco to lead poisoning to HIV/AIDS, the United States actually has quite a strong track
record with addressing public health problems, but replicating those successes with ACEs and toxic
stress is going to take determination and commitment, and when I look at what our nation's response
has been so far, I wonder, why haven't we taken this more seriously?
You know, at first, I thought that we marginalized the issue because it doesn't apply to us.
That's an issue for those kids in those neighborhoods. Which is weird, because the data doesn't bear
that out.
The original ACEs study was done in a population that was 70 percent Caucasian, 70 percent
college-educated. But then, the more I talked to folks, I'm beginning to think that maybe I had it
completely backwards. If I were to ask how many people in this room grew up with a family member
who suffered from mental illness, I bet a few hands would go up. And then if I were to ask how many
folks had a parent who maybe drank too much, or who really believed that if you spare the rod, you
spoil the child, I bet a few more hands would go up.
Even in this room, this is an issue that touches many of us, and I am beginning to believe that
we marginalize the issue because it does apply to us. … We'd rather be sick.
The science is clear: Early adversity dramatically affects health across a lifetime
Fortunately, scientific advances and, frankly, economic realities make that option less viable every
day. The science is clear: Early adversity dramatically affects health across a lifetime.
Today, we are beginning to understand how to interrupt the progression from early adversity
to disease and early death, and 30 years from now, the child who has a high ACE score and whose
behavioral symptoms go unrecognized, whose asthma management is not connected, and who goes
on to develop high blood pressure and early heart disease or cancer will be just as anomalous as a sixmonth mortality from HIV/AIDS. …
[from TED Talk, Dr Nadine Burke Harris, Pediatrician]
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Repeated trauma in childhood shapes behaviors
Repeated trauma in adult life erodes the structure of the personality already formed, but repeated
trauma in childhood forms and deforms the personality. The child trapped in an abusive environment
is faced with formidable tasks of adaptation.
She must find a way to preserve a sense of trust in people who are untrustworthy, safety in a
situation that is unsafe, control in a situation that is terrifyingly unpredictable, power in a situation of
helplessness. Unable to care for or protect herself, she must compensate for the failures of adult care
and protection with the only means at her disposal, an immature system of psychological defences.
The psychological environment of child abuse forces the development of extraordinary
capacities, both creative and destructive. It fosters the development of abnormal states of
consciousness in which the ordinary relations of body and mind, reality and imagination, knowledge
and memory, no longer hold.
These alerted states of consciousness permit the elaboration of a prodigious array of
symptoms, both somatic and psychological. And these symptoms simultaneously conceal and reveal
their origins; they speak in disguised language of secrets too terrible for words. …
Chronic childhood abuse takes place in a familial climate of pervasive terror, in which ordinary
caretaking relationships have been profoundly disrupted. Survivors describe a characteristic pattern
of totalitarian control, enforced by means of violence and death threats, capricious enforcement of
petty rules, intermittent rewards, and destruction of all competing relationships through isolation,
secrecy, and betrayal. …
Children who develop in this climate of domination develop pathological attachments to those
who abuse and neglect them, attachments that they will strive to maintain even at the sacrifice of
their own welfare, their own reality, or their lives.
The omnipresent fear of death is recalled in the testimony of numerous survivors. Sometimes
the child is silenced by violence or by a direct threat of murder; more often survivors report threats of
that resistance or disclosure will result in the death of someone else in the family; a sibling, the nonoffending parent, or the perpetrator. Violence or murder threats may also be directed against pets …
In addition to the fear of violence; survivors consistently report an overwhelming sense of
helplessness. In the abusive family environment, the exercise of parental power is arbitrary,
capricious, and absolute. Rules are erratic, inconsistent, or patently unfair.
Survivors frequently recall that what frightened them most was the unpredictable nature of
the violence. Unable to find a way to avert the abuse, they learn to adopt a position of complete
surrender. …
While most survivors of childhood abuse emphasize the chaotic and unpredictable
enforcement of rules; some describe a highly organized pattern of punishment and coercion. … Asked
whether she considered the rules usually fair, one survivor replied: ‘We never thought of rules as fair
or unfair; we just tried to follow them. There were so many of them it was hard keeping up. In
retrospect I guess they were too strict, too nit-picking. Some of them were pretty bizarre. You could
be punished for smirking, for disrespect, for the expression on your face.’
Adaptation to this climate of constant danger requires a state of constant alertness. Children
in an abusive environment develop extraordinary abilities to scan for warning signs of attack. They
become minutely attuned to their abusers’ inner states. They learn to recognize subtle changes in
facial expression, voice, and body language as signals of anger, sexual arousal, intoxication, or
dissociation. This non-verbal communication becomes highly automatic and occurs for the most past
outside of conscious awareness. Child victims learn to respond without being able to name or identify
the danger signals that evoked their alarm. …
When abused children note signs of danger, they attempt to protect themselves either by
avoiding or by placating the abuser. Runaway attempts are common, often beginning by age seven or
eight. Many survivors remember literally hiding for long periods of time, and they associate their only
feelings of safety with particular hiding places rather than with people.
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Children describe their efforts to become as inconspicuous as possible and to avoid attracting
attention to themselves by freezing in place, crouching, rolling up in a ball, or keeping their face
expressionless.
Thus, while in a conscious state of autonomic hyperarousal; they must also be quiet and
immobile, avoiding any physical display of their inner agitations. The result is the peculiar, seething
state of ‘frozen watchfulness’ noted in abused children. If avoidance fails, then children attempt to
appease their abusers by demonstrations of automatic obedience. The arbitrary enforcement of rules,
combined with the constant fear of death or serious harm, produces a paradoxical result.
On the one hand, it convinces children of the utter helplessness and the futility of resistance.
Many develop the belief that their abusers have absolute or even supernatural powers, can read their
thoughts, and can control their lives entirely. On the other hand, it motivates children to prove their
loyalty and compliance. These children double and redouble their efforts to gain control of the
situation in the only way that seems possible, by ‘trying to be good.’
… It is now a commonplace that families in which child abuse occurs are socially isolated. It is
less commonly recognized that social isolation does not simply happen; it is often enforced by the
abuser in the interest of preserving secrecy and control over other family members. Survivors
frequently describe a pattern of jealous surveillance of all social contacts. Their abusers may forbid
them to participate in ordinary peer activities or may insist on the right to intrude into these activities
at will.
The social lives of abused children are also profoundly limited by the need to keep up
appearances and preserve secrecy. Thus, even those children who manage to develop the semblance
of a social life experience it as inauthentic. The abused child is isolated from other family members …
She perceives daily, not only that the most powerful adult in her intimate world is dangerous to her,
but also that the other adults who are responsible for her care do not protect her.
The reasons for this protective failure are in some sense immaterial to the child victim, who
experiences it at best as a sign of indifference and at worst as complicit betrayal. From the child’s point
of view, the parent disarmed by secrecy should have known; if she cared enough, she would have
found out. The parent disarmed by intimidations should have intervened; if she cared enough, she
would have fought.
An incest survivor describes her rage at her family: “I have so much anger, not so much at
what went on at home, but that nobody would listen. My mother still denies that what went on was
that serious. In a rare mood now she’ll say, “I feel so guilty, I can’t believe I didn’t do anything.”
“At the time nobody could admit it, they just let it happen. So, I had to go on and be crazy.”

[Judith Herman MD, Trauma and Recovery, The Aftermath of Violence (New York, Basic Books 1997, 2015)
Keeping big secrets makes us into little people.
Big secrets turn us into small men and small women. …
Anxiety can act as internal gravity, shrinking the soul. …
People feel pain. And it shrinks their soul. …
(Beartown, Fredrik Bachman)
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Raising Parents to Raise Children
Our children’s wayward drift into delinquency and criminal behaviour is often directly linked to our
own shortcomings and breach of trust as caregivers.
Many of the youth that cram our prisons today are really serving time for parents who are
either negligent and irresponsible or ignorant and indifferent. These parents may not be considered
criminals in the strict legal sense of the word, but their cumulative action is a heinous offence with
long-term and often irreversibly deleterious effect on the youth and the community as a whole.
The grim consequences are manifested in juvenile delinquency, high school dropouts,
incarceration and, finally, and most troubling, unproductive citizens and social misfits who create a
daunting social and economic cost that society has to bear.
Take, for example, the negligent, irresponsible father who does not support his children
emotionally and financially. Though he is not a criminal by law, in reality, has he not committed
robbery and aggravated assault by cheating his helpless children of a prosperous future?
Aren’t our teachers, pastors and counselors often guilty of theft and abuse of office for
stealing the hopes and dreams of countless children by their failure to provide the youth with the
skills that they need to cope in a changing world?
And don’t we regularly sustain grievous bodily harm from politicians whose policies batter and
bruise us, leaving us vulnerable to pernicious economic afflictions? Some of our leaders have plunged
us into deep financial carnage while recklessly driving the economy under the intoxicating influence
of power. Our army of discontented, disillusioned youth is partly the result of dereliction of parental
duty. If parents love their children and try to raise them right, why do they fail so often to do a good
job at it? Most parents believe that their years of experience and traditional role of authority qualify
them as experts at parenting craft.
To make matters worse, parents do not like to be told how to raise their children, but, if we
want to reduce crime, we have to change this mindset, admit that there is a lot we can learn from
others, including our children.
Someone said that it is impossible to teach someone something that they think they already
know. Perhaps as a community, we need to talk about raising our parents.
At times, it is necessary, but difficult, for parents to admit that they are novices at their job of
parenthood but if they knew that the innocent, newborn would in a few years become an incorrigible
criminal, what would they have done differently?
Should parents expect better from their children if they do not give them the coping skills to
survive in a tough world? … Granted, it is difficult for some parents to give quality care to their children
while undergoing financial hardships, domestic difficulties and work-related stress. While it may be
unreasonable to expect parents to devote all of their time to their children while neglecting their own
personal commitments, it is equally unreasonable for them to cheat their children while pursuing their
passions, because the increasingly complex emotional needs of children cannot be postponed until
parents’ personal problems dissipate or until other social obligations are met.
Our worst transgression as parents is our inability to think critically and to be able to calculate
the effect of our actions on the welfare of our children. British psychiatrist and prison doctor,
Theodore Dalrymple, who has interviewed more than 5,000 inmates, warns that as a society we
become “the godparent, the midwife of brutality” when we abandon logic in favour of sentimentality.
Perhaps as a society we should be talking about raising parents instead of raising children.
{‘Understanding the Criminal Mind,’ Adam McIntyre, Jamaican-born Programme Coordinator, Department of Community
Rehabilitation, Cayman Islands prisons, “Ministry of Parenting?” Dennis Nichols reprint, Kaieteur News, July 21, 2019)
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A Few Basic Rights of Children
Guyana ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) on 14 January 1991. The full
list of rights for children and young people under the age of 18 is set out in the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child, the most accepted standard on children’s rights in the world.
Children’s rights include the right to health, education, family life, play and recreation, an
adequate standard of living and to be protected from abuse and harm. Children’s rights cover their
developmental and age-appropriate needs that change over time as a child grows up. There are four
general principles that underpin all children’s rights:
• Non-discrimination means that all children have the same right to develop their potential in all
situations and at all times. For example, every child should have equal access to education
regardless of the child’s gender, race, ethnicity, nationality, religion, disability, parentage, sexual
orientation or other status
• The best interests of the child must be "a primary consideration" in all actions and decisions
concerning a child, and must be used to resolve conflicts between different rights. For example,
when making national budgetary decisions affecting children, Government must consider how
cuts will impact on the best interests of the child
• The right to survival and development underscores the vital importance of ensuring access to
basic services and to equality of opportunity for children to achieve their full development. For
example, a child with a disability should have effective access to education and health care to
achieve their full potential
• The views of the child mean that the voice of the child must be heard and respected in all
matters concerning his or her rights. Those in power or in authority should consult with children
before making decisions that will affect them.
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