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When whales migrate up the east coast of 
Australia , the mothers and children go 
first, followed by the older whales. 
The teenagers come last. They are the 
most playful and venture closest to 
the shore without coming to any 
harm.

The theme of this newsletter 
is adolescents. One message I would 
like to get across is that this is a time 
of vibrancy and feeling alive and that 
teenagers deserve to experience this. 
They deserve to be happy. 

I have compiled articles 
from a variety of points of view; 
scientific, psychological, parenting 
experts , a survey and health. I felt 
that an adolescent perspective was 
needed so I chatted to my 20 year old 
niece (still an adolescent(pictured)), 
who reflected on her teenage years.

“It is a time of intense 
emotions. Generally, I have 
experienced incredible happiness and 
other emotions have been powerful, 
but I have returned to that happy 
state. Some friends could not cope 
with stress. Other friends have had 
emotional disorders and depression. I 
found if you are stagnant emotionally, 
you can get stuck in those emotions.
 The atmosphere at home can impact 
on how you are and what has been 
important for me is having a good 
relationship with my mum. Our channels 
of communication are open and I have 
been able to talk to my mum about 
everything and anything. Also my mum 
has trusted me. If your parents can inspire 

that trust in you, it’s amazing. My mother 
supports me and is unjudgemental. That is 

really important. It is different for every 
child. There is no single way of parenting 
but so long as there is no favouritism and 
your parents treat you fairly, it’s OK.

Sometimes what you learn at 

school from friends is because a parent 
says something stupid. It only takes one 

parent to be stupid. All the 
information you tell your child or 
allow them to know will be passed 
on to all the other children. It’s so 
important to learn the consequences 
of your actions. I have found that a 
valuable thing to learn.

Children need parents. It’s 
confusing if the parents try to be 
friends. You need to be a parent to 
your child and have a stable 
relationship. It’s important to be 
there for them.

If your child doesn’t want to be 
one of the crowd, let him know that 
is fine. Support them for being an 
individual and for thinking 
differently.

In some cultures there’s no stage 
called adolescence. There is no 
teenage angst, but in our culture, 
marketeers have identified this and 
are exploiting young people.

Older people are quick to judge. 
The so-called ‘good’ and ‘bad’ 
friends are important. You don’t 
really experience life if you don’t 
see the bad. But sometimes things 
move too fast. I had to cut ties with a 
friend once. I felt bad about it. You 
have to help people too. It’s 
important to have friends you can  

look after. You take on a different role. 
Bringing someone into your group is 
important. Take the time to help others.
I want to help people. I want to make a 
difference. I want my life to have 
meaning.”
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Adolescent until 25! 

 Recent research has overturned a 

widespread belief that the brain is 

largely a finished product by the age 

of twelve.  In fact, the adolescent 

brain continues to develop long after 

the teenage years and into the mid-

twenties. MRI scans conducted by Dr. 

Jay Giedd, chief of brain imaging in 

the Child Psychiatry branch at the 

National Institute of Mental Health 

USA, have shown that not only is the 

brain of the adolescent far from 

mature, but both grey and white 

matter undergo extensive 

structural changes well past 

puberty.

Erratic, wild behaviour 

can no longer be linked solely to 

hormones. The structures in the 

brain required for mature 

behaviour are not fully 

established. There are two major 

periods of human brain cell 

proliferation and pruning. One 

takes place in-utero and the 

other takes place in late teens. 

This second phase surprised 

scientists because by the age of 

six, the brain is already 90-95% 

of the adult size.

We are born equipped with 

most of the neurons our brain 

will ever have — and that's 

fewer than we have in -utero. 

Humans achieve their 

maximum brain-cell density between 

the third and sixth month of gestation 

— the culmination of an explosive 

period of prenatal neural growth. 

During the final months before birth, 

our brains undergo a dramatic 

pruning in which unnecessary brain 

cells are eliminated.

 The second wave of 

proliferation and pruning occurs later 

in childhood and the final, critical 

part of this second wave, affecting 

some of our highest mental functions, 

occurs in the late teens. During 

adolescence you get fewer but faster 

connections in the brain. The brain 

becomes a more efficient machine.

The very last part of the brain 

to be pruned and shaped to its adult 

dimensions is the prefrontal cortex, 

home of the so-called executive 

functions — planning, setting 

priorities, organizing thoughts, 

suppressing impulses, weighing the 

consequences of one's actions. 

Nevertheless, hormones 

associated with puberty are also active 

in the brain and exert a direct 

influence on neurochemicals that 

regulate mood and excitability. The 

brain regions that put the brakes on 

risky, impulsive behaviour are still 

under construction and this is where 

good parental influence takes up the 

slack. Giedd says the best estimate for 

when the brain is truly mature is 25.

This discovery calls into question the 

Jesuit saying “Give me a child until he 

is seven and I will show you the 

man.” One of the most exciting 

discoveries from recent neuroscience 

research is how incredibly plastic the 

human brain is. Even throughout 

childhood and after the teen years, 

there's enormous capacity for change. 

This is a very empowering thing for 

The 

part of the brain that makes teenagers 

more responsible is not fully mature 

yet, no matter at what age they enter 

puberty. 

teenagers to know.

A team led by psychiatrist 

Gregory Berns of Emory University 

in Atlanta, USA  shows that 

adolescents who engage in more 

dangerous activities have white-

matter pathways that appear more 

mature than those of risk-averse 

youths. White matter is essentially 

the brain's wiring — the neural 

strands that connect the various grey-

matter regions, where the actual 

nerve cells reside, that are otherwise 

independent of one another. 

Maturation of white matter is 

important because it increases the 

brain's processing speed; 

nerve impulses travel faster 

in mature white matter.

Using a technique called 

diffusion tensor imaging, a 

type of magnetic resonance 

imaging that is used to look 

at dense tissues like white 

matter, the team found a 

strong correlation between 

how risky the students 

described their behaviour to 

be and how sophisticated 

their white matter was. The 

more mature the look of the 

brain, the more risk-taking 

the teenager tended to 

report. Although previous 

research has shown that most 

teens' grey-matter structures 

— including those involved 

in decision-making — are 

less advanced than those of adults, as 

you would expect, until now no one 

had studied teens' white matter, 

which works along with grey matter 

to produce decisions. Myelination in 

the frontal lobe — the brain region 

responsible for decision-making — 

happens last, and it was in this region 

that the brains of risk-seeking teens 

in the study showed greater 

development compared with the 

frontal lobes of their more restrained 

peers. 

Is the brain fast-tracking this white 

matter development in order to try

and help the risk-taking teen to make 

safer decisions as a matter of

urgency and survival?
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Peer or Parent? 
The pivotal role that parents 

play in a child's development is 
undisputed. Researchers have shown 
that differences in parenting practices 
can have profound and lasting effects 
on all aspects of development - 
cognitive, social, physical, and 
emotional. Differences in parenting 
styles translate to differences in a 
myriad of outcomes, such as 
academic achievement, self-esteem, 
deviant behaviour, autonomy, 
emotional maturity and leadership 
ability, to name just a few. It would be 
safe to say that while poor parenting 
practices can lead to adolescents who 
are experiencing multiple problems, 
good parenting practices can lead to 
well-adjusted and successful 
adolescents. 

The relationship between 
parenting styles and developmental 
outcomes has been well documented 
by Dianne Baumrind and many other 
researchers. Overall, adolescents 
whose parents are authoritative have 
the most positive outcomes - namely 
higher levels of autonomy, 
confidence, maturity, social skills and 
academic achievement. They are also 
more able to successfully adapt to 
life's challenges. Children of 
authoritarian parents tend to become 
more timid, less socially competent 
and more dependent as they grow up. 
Children of permissive parents tend 
to become adolescents that are 
lacking in maturity, self-discipline, 
leadership skills and in the ability to 
stand up to bad peer influences. 
Finally, children of rejecting-
neglecting parents seem to suffer the 
most serious problems - namely, poor 
academic skills, more deviant 
behaviour (including drug and 
alcohol abuse), and an inability to 
control impulsive behaviour.

Differences in parenting 
styles translate to different family 
environments with different family 
dynamics. Families in which there is 
an ongoing dialogue, good conflict-
resolution practices, mutual respect 
and flexibility are families in which 
adolescents seem to have more 
positive outcomes. Beyond parenting 
styles, the modelling of parental 
behaviour inside and outside the 
family and the type of relationship 

between the parents is another factor 
that can influence adolescent 
development.

During adolescence, peers 
become increasingly important - 
adolescents spend more time with 
their peers than with any other group. 
Given the important role that peer 
culture plays in adolescents' lives, the 
degree to which parents can remain 
influential during this period is, and 
has been, an issue of scientific inquiry 
and debate.

Patricia Noller suggests that 
adolescents who are able to talk to 
their parents about issues that are 
important to them and who get 
emotional support from their parents 
are less likely to rely on peers for 
advice on important issues and are 
less likely to succumb to peer 
pressure. Adolescents who already 
have, and can maintain, an open, 
positive, honest, flexible and 
emotionally supportive relationship 
with their parents are more likely to 
take their parents' advice and to 
better withstand pressure to 
participate in undesirable behaviours. 
On the other hand, adolescents that 
already have problematic 
relationships with their parents - 
characterized by lack of 
communication - are likely to become 
more dependent on their peers for 
advice and for emotional support.

The degree to which an 
adolescent will continue to be 
influenced by parents is directly 
related to the type of group  he or she 
belongs to. If the adolescent is a 
member of groups in which parents 
and their advice are considered 
valuable resources, then a parent will 
continue to be very influential during 
adolescence. If, however, the 
adolescent becomes a member of a 
group that promotes deviant 
behaviour, then the ability of the 
parents to exert influence on the 
adolescent's behaviour is greatly 
diminished.
http://www.answers.com/topic/adolescent-peer-
culture-parents-role

How does the above article 
by Helen Vrailas Bateman reconcile 
with a paper published recently 
which found that “Parents of teenagers 
are doing a good job, and poor parenting 

is not the reason for the increase in 
problem behaviour amongst teenagers”? 
This is a paper from the Nuffield 
Foundation.

Research undertaken by a team led by 
Professor Frances Gardner from the 
Department of Social Policy and 
Social Work at the University of 
Oxford found no evidence of a 
general decline in parenting. The 
trends in parenting over the last 25 
years, showing increases in time 
spent together, supervision and 
monitoring, led Professor Gardner’s 
team to conclude there was no link 
between overall standards of 
parenting and the increase in youth 
problem behaviour.

 I’d like to argue against this 
conclusion. Yes, environment can 
heavily influence  outcome, but  to 
say that parents are doing a good job 
without recognising the various 
parenting styles outlined above is like 
saying that school chefs are doing a 
good job regardless of whether they 
have been serving up Turkey 
Twizzlers or nourishing food. Parents 
have been known to over-estimate the 
amount of time spent with their 
children and teenagers would like to 
spend more time with them. We 
know that more women are working 
than was the case 25 years ago. The 
number of stay at home mothers has 
plummeted by 25%. 

 If parents don’t make the 
change, then who will? Only parents 
can encourage their children to 
experience the great outdoors more, 
only parents can monitor the use of 
internet, TV and computer games. 
Only parents can resist pester power 
and campaign for change. We are all 
doing a good job when we work 
together to effect change and make a 
more nurturing environment for our 
children to grow up in.

In 2009 the 
authors of A GOOD CHILDHOOD  
plead for parents to "pull their socks 
up"; the 2007 UNICEF report, a study 
of children in 21 different countries, 
concludes that UK school children are 
the unhappiest of them all and points 
to poor parenting as one of the 
reasons.

Outdoor play reduces stress and 
ADHD symptoms; research shows 
that teens are likely to be drawn to 
other teens with poor values when, 
for whatever reasons, they are under 
stress.
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Affluent Teens 

When their needs are met, teenagers 
are alive, vivacious, spontaneous, 
funny, intense, buoyant, forgiving, 
open-minded, remarkably mature 
and insightful. They are, in short, how 
adults could more often be. We can 
learn a lot from them.

Why are so many 
adolescents suffering? Why 
are so many depressed, 
stressed and unhappy? Why 
is it that, in spite of their 
economic and social 
advantages, teens from 
affluent, well-educated 
families experience among the 
highest rates of depression, 
substance abuse, anxiety 
disorders, somatic complaints 
and unhappiness of any 
group of children? 

According to 
adolescent psychologist 
Madeline Levine, “There are so 
many depressed, anxious and 
angry teens. They don’t seem to 
know themselves very well. 
While often personable and 
academically successful, they 
aren’t particularly creative or 
interesting. They complain about 
being bored, they are often 
boring. They lack the practical 
skills for navigating out in the 
world, they can be easily 
frustrated and impulsive and 
they have trouble anticipating 
the consequences of their actions. 
While demands from their 
parents for outstanding academic 
or extra-curricular performance 
are very high, expectations about 
family responsibility are 
amazingly low.”

As Oliver James says: “Able 
students are four times more likely to 
commit suicide than the less able. Since 
schizophrenia can be caused by parental 
maltreatment, it is possible that in some 
cases pushy parenting really does drive 

"Evidence is mounting that two 
factors repeatedly emerge as contributing 
to the high levels of emotional problems. 
The first is achievement pressure and the 
second is isolation. Both factors involve 
parenting. We can be over-involved in the 
wrong things and under-involved in the 
right things at the same time".

offspring mad.” Indeed, “the excellent 
academic performance of high-income girls 
correlates with ill-being.”

Study after study shows that 
teens want more, not less time with 
their parents, yet parents regularly 

overestimate the amount of time they 
spend with their teenagers.

“Parents pressure their children 
to be outstanding while neglecting the 
very process by which outstanding 
children are formed.” Says Levine. 
“Excessive pressure, isolation from adults, 
inappropriate intrusion, controlling 
behaviour, lax discipline have all found a 
home in affluent communities.

The optimum parenting style is 
warm and loving but with consistent and 
firm limits. Research confirms that a 
child’s healthy emotional development 

depends hugely on his own mother’s 
emotional health.

The best protection against 
psychological impairment for our teens is 
emotional closeness with a parent and 
maternal warmth in particular in normal 

circumstances.”

Fathers also have a 
vital role to play and, if they 
are more closely involved, 
teens develop better 
friendships, more empathy 
and higher self-esteem, are 
more satisfied with life and 
achieve more educationally. 
If, however, teens are in 
conflict with their fathers, 
they are much more likely to 
become destructive and 
aggressive. 

As Oliver James says 
in Affluenza: “An irony as far 
as pushy parenting is concerned 
is that there is no clear link 
between  education and 
economic growth. Discourage 
your children from believing 
that the purpose of education is 
to launch a career.”

If we are only 
learning in order to earn, we 
are only learning in order to 
consume and, as the next 
article describes, bringing up 
our teens to contribute is far 
better for their emotional 
well-being than bringing up 
our teens to consume.

“The Price of 
Privelege”  Madeline Levine

“Affluenza”, Oliver 
James

“When I was 18, 
I thought my father

was the most ignorant man 
in the world.

By the time he turned 21, 
I was amazed

at how much he had learned 
in 3 years.”
Mark Twain
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  Nurturing Adolescents

“Never before in human history has there 
been so much information going directly 
to children unfiltered by adult 
caregivers.” (James Comer M.D. 
Educator and author.)

In a book entitled “Raising 
Emotionally Intelligent Teenagers” by 
Maurice J. Elias, Steven E. Tobias and 
Brian S. Friedlander, one of the central 
messages is that “teenagers need to be 
contributors, more than consumers and to 
belong more than to buy. Our ability to 
help them make healthy connections will 
be at least as important as things we do 
for and with them.”

So, how does a parent guide 
their adolescent to contribute and 
belong and how do we empower 
them to navigate the challenges that 
face them? It is a vulnerable age 
because the faculties for making 
reasoned decisions are not fully 
formed. Here’s some food for thought 
before we look at practical parenting 
for teens.

“Families who eat together five 
or more times a week have kids who are 
significantly less likely to use tobacco, 
alcohol or marijuana, have higher grade-
point averages, less depressive symptoms 
and fewer suicide attempts than families 
who east together two or fewer times per 
week.”

(Madeline Levine, The Price of 
Privelege.)

What do adolescents need?
1)     Adolescents need to feel 
appreciation. They need to feel loved, 
valued and cared for. They need our 
unconditional love, especially at times 
when their behaviour is the most 
erratic. Find creative ways of showing 
your affection – leaving a message, 
giving a backrub, preparing a 
favourite food, work together on 
something you both enjoy, read the 
same book, laugh….. Show 
unconditional love because you want 
to and it is right.

“I’d like to feel that Father really loves 
me, not because I’m his child, but because 
I’m me, Anne.”

(Anne Frank. Diary of a young girl)

2) Adolescents need to feel a sense of 
“belonging” – being grounded in 
meaningful social groups.

3) They need to develop their own 
unique competencies and confidence - 
they want to learn to handle situations 
with emotional intelligence so that 
they can resist harmful influences and 
enact roles essential for citizenship. 
(The likelihood of showing restraint is 
increased by a teen’s attachment to a 
loving parent.)

4) They need to make valued 
contributions. There are activities 
teens do for their own good that are 
part of a guiding parents’ repertoire; 
continuing religious instruction 
(Oliver James has found that religious 
people are usually less materialistic), 
voluntary work, domestic chores, 
keeping in touch with certain 
relatives….

 Limits are more likely to be 
observed in the context of a loving, 
secure, warm environment and these 
limits are most effective when clearly 
defined. Both teens and parents may 
look at limits in terms of protection, 
boundaries, guidelines. There are 
limits that parents will have strong 
feelings about that are non-negotiable. 
Other limits may be flexible because 
flexibility is an important part of 
parenting. Teens simply need limits 
and it can be a source of enormous 
relief to have them imposed. 

What do adults need?
1) Adults need to be aware of their  
own feelings and those of others.

2) Empathy is a vital quality that 
could be based on Himmel’s “Do not 
judge others until you stand in their 
shoes.”

3) The example of respect, love and 
warmth is at the forefront of an 
emotionally literate parent’s conduct. 
In the book “Raising Emotionally 
Intelligent Teenagers” the authors cite 
the following as the 24-karat golden 
rule: “Do unto your children as you 
would have other people do unto your 
children”

4) Be positive and have clear goals.

Everybody's identity, including that of 
teens, is boosted by a sense of giving 
and selflessness.  Teens can contribute 
in the home and there's no shortage of 
good causes in the community that 
cry out for helpers of all ages.

Restraint
The likelihood of showing restraint is 
increased by our attachment to a 
loving parent. It’s possible that the 
ability to delay gratification and resist 
impulses that may result in harmful 
behaviour have their roots in utero. 
Pregnant mothers who are less 
stressed have higher levels of 
oxytocin which is passed to the 
growing baby. Also, love and restraint 
are inextricably linked. If a parent 
doesn’t cave in to a toddler’s 
irrational demands a trend is being 
established which can carry through 
to the teenage years. It is easier to 
establish rules with love and good 
humour.

The combination of 
containment and flexibility has been 
shown to increase adjustment in 
children on almost all measures of 
personal and academic success.

.

Positivity.
There is a distinct biochemistry to 
hopefulness and positive spirits, 
including improved blood-flow, 
cardiovascular and aerobic efficiency, 
immune-system activity and stress-
level reduction.

Laughter is linked to our 
creativity and inventiveness and these 
contribute to our ability to solve 
problems in creative and new ways.

For an adult, the best thing to spend 
on your children is time.

“When a teen is growing up in a 
healthy and stable environment, it is this 
emotionally and spiritually nourished 
part of them that fuels their ability to give 
back to the universe.” (From “Raising 
Emotionally Intelligent Teenagers”.)
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  Alcohol and the teenage brain

  21st Century Boys

Mounting research suggests that 
alcohol causes more damage to the 
developing brains of teenagers than 
was previously thought, injuring 
them significantly more than it does 
adult brains. This has demolished the 
assumption that people can drink 
heavily for years before causing 
themselves significant neurological 
injury. And the research even 
suggests that early heavy drinking 
may undermine the precise 
neurological capacities needed to 
protect oneself from alcoholism.

The earlier a teen drinks, the higher 
the risk of alcohol dependency. 

According to the British Liver 
Trust, there has been a general rise in 
the proportion of eleven to fifteen 
year olds who drink.

Alcoholic teenagers performed poorly 
on tests of verbal and non-verbal 
memory, attention focusing and 
exercising spatial skills. There are also 
long term cognitive consequences to 
excessive drinking in adolescence: 
binge drinking has been linked to 
Britain’s 1 in 4 of 70 000 dementia 
sufferers as well as the 25% rise in 
crime by girls in the past six years. 
Drink driving is the highest cause of 
death in the fifteen to twenty age 
group. A child under the age of 12 is 
treated in hospital every 48 hours for 
binge drinking and 40 000 people die 
every year in Britain due to alcohol 
related problems.

The reason for Britain’s high 
levels of alcohol abuse among 
teenagers, according to TIME 

magazine, is: “Not enough parents 
around, British children are less 
integrated into the adult world and they 
spend more time with their peers than 
their European counterparts.”

The cycle continues with 
Foetal Alcohol Syndrome, which can 
occur to the embryo when a pregnant 
woman ingests alcohol during 
pregnancy. Foetal alcohol exposure is 
the leading cause of mental 
retardation in the Western world. 
Alcohol crosses the placenta barrier 
and can result in poor memory, 
attention deficit, impulsive behaviour, 
poor cause and effect reasoning, 
mental health problems and drug 
addiction. If the ability to control 
impulses is impaired in-utero, then 
there is a greater likelihood of 
teenagers succumbing to alcohol.

21st Century Boys

Sue Palmer

Orion 14.99

Science tells us that, rather than being 

the superior sex by design, boys are at 

a disadvantage to girls from 

conception.  At the beginning of her 

new book, Sue Palmer describes how 

some research suggests that boys' 

potential vulnerability starts in the 

womb and continues from there.  

              Though girls have their own 

issues to deal with as they grow up 

(which Palmer will tackle in her next 

book), boys are particularly affected 

by the cocktail of ingredients which 

make up what she calls a Toxic 

Childhood.  Junk food, poor sleeping 

patterns, a screen-based sedentary 

lifestyle, the wrong sort of childcare 

and educational experiences, family 

fragmentation and the effects of 

consumer culture, individually  and 

in combination, are damaging our 

boys.  They have a greatly increased 

chance of having ADHD, dyspraxia, 

Asperger’s Syndrome and reading 

problems than girls, and are growing 

up to commit four out of every five 

criminal offences.

              21st Century Boys is nothing 

less than a manifesto for change.  Its 

subtitle ‘How modern life is driving 

them off the rails and how we can get 

them back on track’ tells you all you 

need to know.  Palmer systematically 

examines every aspect of a boy’s life in 

Britain today and how it could be 

improved.  At the end of each chapter 

she lists actions parents, the 

community, and politicians can take to 

effect change.  The book is interesting 

and informative, and packed with 

readable research; Palmer, a former 

head teacher and literacy expert, 

comes from the sharp end of 

childhood today having worked with 

children for over thirty years.

               Using convincing statistical 

data on hard-wired gender 

differences, Palmer uncovers the basic 

needs boys have which simply can’t 

be met in today’s society.  Their 

inclination to be active and run 

outdoors is curtailed by lack of space 

and parental anxiety; their desire to 

take risks and engage in rowdy 

behaviour is at odds with 

institutionalized childcare; and their 

natural inquisitiveness is stunted by a 

target-driven education system.

            Most interesting is the 

emphasis Palmer places on the need 

for intimate emotional engagement in 

a baby boy’s first thousand days.   

Using terms coined by psychologist 

Simon Baron-Cohen, Palmer suggests 

that whereas men tend to be 

systemisers or ‘S type’ thinkers, 

women tend to be empathizers, or ‘E 

type’ thinkers, interested in human 

beings, how their minds work, how 

they feel and how they interact.  A 

balance between E type and S type 

thinking is required in society and 

individuals.  “But,” she says, “When 

women moved out of the home and into 

the workplace they, and everyone else, 

suddenly ceased to value the traditional 

female talent for caring.”  S type 

domination, combined with a digital 

transformation, has led to the 

triumph of consumer capitalism, to 

Book review by Mel Tibbs
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term antidote to crime is good mothering 

which research suggests requires very 

early intervention by authoritative female 

mentors.”  That is to say, we need to 

mother the mothers to ensure the best 

for our boys.

                 Palmer leaves no stone 

unturned in her efforts to understand 

what will make our boys happier; 

education, outdoor play, diet, 

engagement with the local and global 

community, and the positive use of 

technology.  As she illustrates, with 

the right support we’re all capable of 

bringing up bright, resilient boys 

equipped for the 21st century, but a 

sea-change in how society regards that 

enterprise is what’s required first.

 

 

modern life can dumb them down.’  

Her recommendations for giving boys 

the best start by talking to them, 

singing to them, reading with them 

and plenty of face to face contact, 

require full time maternal care.  

Society can help, she says, by valuing 

the contribution to society made by 

full time mothers.  Government’s role 

should be “to place more emphasis on the 

importance of relationships and less on 

economic growth, and abandon their drive 

to persuade women to return to work 

when their babies are small.”

                As Palmer’s investigations 

move beyond babyhood and into the 

challenges facing young boys and 

young men, her recommendations 

continue to depend on someone, 

ideally the mother, being present in 

their lives.  Involvement, interaction 

and intervention (in screen-time, for 

example) are the order of the day; 

none of which can be done from a 

distance, part-time or over the phone 

with an older child.  While suitable 

male mentors are of huge importance, 

even when discussing the rise of gang 

culture Palmer says, “The best long 

the detriment of human wellbeing.

      “Turning a baby into a fully rounded 

human being isn’t something you can 

systemize,” says Palmer.  “We have to 

accept that empathy, emotional 

engagement and eye contact matter just 

as much to human progress as systems, 

status and success.”  She takes the 

perspective that it takes a village to 

raise a child; that bringing up 

children is an important social 

enterprise which requires support.  

Her recommendations to politicians 

are critical of the statutory regulation 

of childcare which, she says, “creates a 

mass of red tape that deskills and 

disempowers individual parents and 

other adults.”  And she calls for the 

support of parenting by political and 

financial encouragement for parents 

to look after children at home in their 

first thousand days.

            Indeed throughout the book, 

to meet the needs of baby boys as 

depicted by Palmer, an at-home 

parent is imperative.  The second 

chapter of the book is titled ‘How 

mother-love helps boys grow up 

bright and balanced…and how 

ALL WELCOME
to our AGM and Open Meeting 
Friday 6th November 2009 - 10.30 for 11.00

SUE PALMER
DETOXING CHILDHOOD

What Parents Can Do.
We hope to see as many as possible at 

The Resource Centre, 356 Holloway Rd, London 

Hint: Cheap day train fares available especially if you 

advance book.

We do hope as many of you as possible can come to 

what promises to be an interesting day.

N7 6PA.

Underground; Holloway

Sue Palmer, a former primary headteacher, is an independent 

writer and consultant on primary education, notably literacy. 

Jill Kirby has played different parts 

in her time: City lawyer, full-time 

mother, FTM activist and Chair, 

Chair of the Family Policy 

Committee at the Centre for Policy 

Studies and, presently, its Director.

“If possible, give him 
opportunities to meet 

animals. (always 
balancing the 

requirements of the 
RSPCA and the 

NSPCC.)”
Sue Palmer

For bookings, please contact
 Lynne Burnham, 01737 768705
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Fourth Time Lucky          

                                                                                                                                                                                                                

Mum wins the right to describe 

herself as a  ‘Full-Time Mother’ 
When registering their third 

child’s birth a couple of years ago, 
FTM member Karen * couldn’t 
believe it when the General Register 
Office yet again refused her the right 
to define her occupation as ‘full-time 
mother’, a matter she had already 
started challenging on the birth of her 
second son. 

Karen, now full-time mum to 
four children said : ‘ Although I 
appreciate that all mothers are 
mothers all the time, whether out in 
paid work or looking after their 
children, there is clearly a significant 
difference, which would affect all 
kinds of socio-economic analysis, 
between holding a paid job and 
arranging various forms of childcare, 
and taking care of your own children 
all the time as your only job.’ 

She continued: ‘It is important 
to me personally that my children’s 
birth certificates accurately reflect my 
occupation at the time of their birth, 
but surely it should also be important 
to the Office of National Statistics that 
all information gathered can be used 
to analyse the actual situation of our 
population.’

Karen felt strongly that 
‘housewife’ or ‘home-maker’ were not 
adequate descriptions of her daytime 
occupation, since her main activity 
during the day is caring for her young 
children, not cleaning the house, as 
this gets done in the evenings when 
the children are asleep, not unlike 
‘life-before-children’ when the couple 
tackled domestic chores after 
returning from their daytime jobs.   
Karen explained:  ‘ You could easily 
define yourself as a house-wife or 
home-maker and in fact not have any 
childcare element in your day at all!’

Happily, the General Register 
Office agreed: they wrote to Karen in 
June  (and coincidentally the letter 
was sent on their new baby’s birthday) 
to inform her of the decision to allow, 
for the first time,  the occupation ‘full- 
time mother’ to be recorded in birth 
entries.  

Karen and her husband 
Michael now intend amending two of 
their other children’s birth certificates.   
Mum Karen maintains that her 
previous paid job before starting a 
family should technically only appear 
on their first child’s birth certificate, as 
an accurate description of her 
occupation up to that point,  since 
when she has devoted all her time to 
the care of her children. 

Karen feels sure that this 
decision is an important step to 
achieving more recognition, at 
national level, for the ‘unique role’ and 
value of  full-time mothers and full-
time fathers.
*  names have been changed to preserve 
confidentiality

Write to your MP at 

House of Commons, London SW1A OAA

or visit www.parliament.uk

to make contact by email.

Remember FTM endeavours to:

*   highlight that mums have a special bond with 

their children and a special role to play, distinct 

from the role of the father;

*   enhance the status  and self esteem of mums by 

offering support and a voice when it matters;

*   campaign for changes in the tax and benefit 

system and employment policy;

*   Promote understanding of a child’s 

developmental needs.

Membership is open to anyone who would like to 

support us regardless of age, family situation or 

employment.

Campaigning for real choice for families

M   THERS

Children Need Parents Campaign in Australia

MEDIA RELEASE 8th July 2009

Senate childcare hearing ignores parents

The Senate Provision of Childcare inquiry will 
hold its Brisbane hearing next Wednesday 15 July,* but 
has not called for evidence from the biggest childcare 
provider of all – stay-home parents. 

The Senate inquiry has received 79 submissions 
from across Australia, including a significant 20 page 
submission from Mr Dean Harvey (LLB BCom) and Mrs 
Tempe Harvey (LLB LLM) of Brisbane, who provided 
documented evidence on the effect of long daycare on 
very young children as well as practical 
recommendations for equity in childcare provision.

However the Senate Education, Employment and 
Workplace Relations Committee has not offered Mr and 
Mrs Harvey the chance to give oral evidence on 
Wednesday.  Instead the Committee will hear from two 
bureaucrats and four non-parental childcare providers 
and consultants.

“Once again, the carers of choice for most 
Queensland families are being ignored,” Mrs Harvey 
said.  “Many stay-home mums or dads give up significant 
salaries in order to provide optimal care for their babies 
in those first vital years of their lives.  Childcare can cost 
these families $50,000 a year and more in lost earnings.  
But they receive no childcare subsidies, no paid parental 
leave, and pay tax at a higher rate than two income 
families.

“What is the Senate committee so afraid of?  
Hearing the whole truth?”  Mrs Harvey said.

Tempe Harvey, a stay-home mum of four, has formed the 
Children Need Parents campaign for fair childcare funding.
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The WAVE Trust 
 The roots of violent behaviour

George Hosking, Chief Executive of the Worldwide Alternatives to Violence 
foundation (WAVE)  argues that a healthy relationship between parent and 
child is key to reducing violence.  At a time when violent behaviour  in the U.K. 
is growing rapidly there is an unprecedented level of interest in the root causes 
of violence,  which can often be traced back to the early years of childhood.  A 
breakdown in the relationship between parents and young babies can 
‘hardwire’ antisocial and aggressive children who turn to crime and abusive 
behaviour when they reach the teenage years or, in some cases, even younger.

Certainly, infants are very sensitive to environmental experience. They have an 
innate drive to learn and they actively seek out human faces within half an hour 
of birth. Synapses are also ‘hard-wired’ or protected by repeated use, which 
implies very rapid learning via early life experience. It also makes the learned 
behaviour resistant to change.   

Windows of opportunity

Significantly, there are critical windows of time during which learning takes 
place and the brain hones particular skills or functions. The size of the window 
is different depending on the skill. The window for emotional development 
may occur from eight to 18 months and is shaped by a mother’s interaction 
style. The wrong style can have disastrous results.

Infants who receive early care experience fewer behavioural problems later .   
They also have higher ‘emotional intelligence’, that is a higher emotional self-
awareness and the ability to identify their feelings. Their interaction with others 
tends to be positive, healthy, mutually productive and crucially, non-violent. 
Emotional development begins at home in the process of ‘attunement’ with the 
parent. Attunement is where the parent and child are emotionally functioning 
in tune with each other and where the child learns from the parent that its 
emotional needs for love, acceptance and security are met and reciprocated. 
Alan Schore, following a ten-year immersion in thousands of scientific papers in 
neurobiology, psychology and infant development, concludes: “The child’s first 
relationship, the one with the mother, acts as a template… [it] permanently 
moulds the individual’s capacity to enter into all later emotional relationships.”

‘Mis-tuned’ babies

By contrast, failure to meet the baby’s needs for love, belonging, empathy, 
acceptance and security results in emotional deficits and ‘mis-tuned’ babies. 
Maternal depression impedes brain development whilst maternal hostility and 
abuse at three and a half years of age predict aggression.  Infants of severely 
depressed mothers show reduced left lobe activity (associated with being 
happy, joyful or interested) and increased right lobe activity (associated with 
negative feelings). These emotional deficits become harder to overcome once the 
crucial ‘window’ has passed. 

Learning parenting skills

If it is true that a major cause of violence is early life experience in the family 
and that a principal method of instilling violence is the kind of parental 
discipline practised in the home, it follows that a priority for corrective action 
should be to improve parenting skills, especially for parents of the very young.

Changes in parental discipline can lead to significant reductions in antisocial 
behaviour. Studies have found reduced conflict and child irritability when 
mothers are trained to respond appropriately to infant cues whilst others report 
dramatic reductions in child neglect, abuse, pregnancies and maternal arrests 
following home visits for ‘at risk’ mothers. Parent training is highly cost-
effective according to a study by the Rand corporation whilst Browne and 
Herbert conclude: “parent training programmes are our main hope… in families 
with highly aggressive children.” Something can be done to prevent the lifelong 
damage inflicted in babyhood.
George Hosking is an economist, psychologist and clinical criminologist. He works for Worldwide 
Alternatives to Violence (WAVE) which is dedicated to understanding and preventing the root causes of 
violence. For a full copy of the original paper “Nursery Crimes” please contact Marie Peacock. Our thanks to  
George Hosking for permission to reproduce and publish parts of this document. (www.wavetrust.org)
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What the papers say 
 Compiled by Mel Tibbs 

62% and Rising

Nearly two-thirds of married women 

hold down a job while bringing up a 

toddler, official figures from the 

Office for National Statistics revealed. 

It means the proportion of working 

mothers with children under the age 

of five has doubled in the past 25 

years. 

The figures also showed that 

around three-quarters of married 

mothers with one or two children 

under 16 go out to work - 76.8 per 

cent of those with one child and 73 

per cent of those with two.

Simultaneously ministers 

launched a scheme to offer 

subsidised childcare - which could 

further encourage stay-at-home 

mothers to work. The £75million 

programme will pay £175 towards 

day care of a child under 14 for 

parents who train for a job.

 Steve Doughty, The Daily Mail, 13th 

May 2009

 Playground Tactics

Work and Pensions Secretary Yvette 

Cooper pledged £10 million to help 

mothers who want to get back to 

work, in part by setting up Jobcentres 

in schools.  She said Jobcentre staff 

could even meet the mums at the 

school gates.

The plan is linked to the Child 

Poverty Bill with the department 

saying having both parents in work 

was key to taking more children out 

of the poverty trap.

Jason Beattie, The Mirror, 20th July 2009

Social Ills

The publication of the Social Trends 

Report from the Office of National 

Statistics marked a new point in the 

demise of the traditional family; 

indicating that having a child is the 

first major milestone of adult life, 

ahead of marriage.

Illustrating how both a 

Conservative then successive Labour 

governments removed supports from 

traditional families, Kathy Gyngell of 

the Centre for Policy Studies, 

concludes the present system 

penalises married (and overtly 

cohabiting) parents alike. Middle-

income families are hardest hit; they 

are heavily taxed and, usually, have a 

mortgage to pay off.  “We are alone in 

Europe in having such a liberal and 

individualistic agenda, one that has 

proved so damaging both to 

individuals and to society. This is one 

area where we should come into line 

with Europe,” she said.

Kathy Gyngell, The Telegraph, 

16th April 2009

Marriage and Tax

Conservative MP David Willetts 

outlined his party’s pledge to 

recognise marriage in the tax system 

in the Times.  Saying, “We [currently] 

have a system that is all too keen to 

recognise marriage if you are poor, so 

it can cut your benefits, and if you are 

rich, when it protects your assets. Yet 

this same principle is mocked if we 

try to apply it to the earnings that 

matter to the millions of people in the 

middle — those people who are 

earning enough to keep them above 

benefits yet not accumulating enough 

wealth to be affected by capital 

taxes.”  

He also pointed out that most OECD 

countries give married couples the 

option of either pooling their income 

or transferring their tax allowances 

for income tax purposes.  He 

illustrated his point with the 

calculation that a single-income 

married couple in the UK pays more 

than 44 per cent more tax, net of 

benefits and tax credits, than a single-

income married couple in the average 

OECD country.

David Willetts, The Times, 

20th July 2009

Surprising Pleasures

One journalist told her story of being 

obliged to give up work because of an 

eye problem and become a full time 

mother for a year.  She describes the 

frustrations, but also the unexpected 

joys, of being with her children and 

focusing on her role as mother.

“I had spent all my earlier years as a 

mother cutting corners, and was 

beginning to see that rather than 

escaping the dull bits, I'd been 

missing out on the full-throttle 

pleasure of Doing Things Properly,” 

she said.  The article sparked many 

interesting comments online.

Harriet Lane, The Guardian, 

11th July 2009

The Grandparent Trap

A third of grandparents in the UK 

aged under 55 are struggling 

financially, according to charity 

Grandparents Plus.  Its report 

describes an "invisible generation" 

caught between the demands of their 

children, their children's children and 

their own parents, existing in a cycle 

of living on a low income while acting 

as unpaid carers.

There are 1.5 million grandparents 

under the age of 50 - with younger 

grandparents more likely to come 

from less affluent families.  The 

charity wants carer grandparents to 

be able to work flexibly in the way 

that parents can - and to have "granny 

leave" when a grandchild is born.  It 

also wants grandparents to be eligible 

for payment for childcare through tax 

credits if it allows their children to 

work. 

Sean Coughlan, BBC News, 

22nd June 2009

Right Time Wrong Time

Minnette Marin outlined the false 

choice for women after the Royal 

College of Obstetricians and 

Gynaecologists put out a 

statement about the best time to 

have babies being between the 

ages 20 and 35.

Either women postpone having 

children in favour of a career, and 

risk the disappointment of 
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infertility, or they have children 

young but risk never marking out 

a career for themselves.  “Life is 

full of countless imponderables 

which can’t be wished away and 

the idea that we or our doctors or 

our government are in charge of 

planning our destinies is largely 

an illusion,” she said.

Minette Marin, The Sunday Times,

 21st June 2009

No Regrets?

Former top-flight journalist and editor 

Louise Chunn wrote about her 

decision to seriously scale back her 

work commitments; but only after her 

two oldest children had left home and 

the youngest was at school.  In an 

honest article about the pros and cons 

of being a single parent in the 80s and 

90s when “We felt we had to tread 

carefully, not making demands or 

drawing attention to the 

complications in our lives,” she 

considers how her children missed 

out, and whether she would 

recommend they make the same 

choice as her.

“Maybe my 20-plus years of working 

motherhood is not such a great thing 

to crow about after all. I wouldn't 

deny any other woman the chance to 

step into my working-day stilettos, 

but I would softly whisper, "Are you 

sure that it's the right thing to do, for 

everyone, and not just you?"”

Louise Chunn, The Guardian,

 15th August 2009

Nappy Rash

A growing number of parents are 

failing to potty train their children 

before sending them to primary 

school. Some parents have made it a 

low priority because they are too 

busy, while others have a more 

relaxed attitude and are happy to 

"wait until the child is ready," 

reported the Telegraph.

With neither teachers, nor 

their assistants, keen to deal with 

these issues with non-disabled 

children, training courses have been 

established.  Some parents complain 

that attempts to potty train children 

are undermined when they send them 

to nurseries which do not have the 

staffing levels to take them on 

frequent toilet trips.  And Margaret 

Morrissey of Parents Outloud said, “If 

we insist that mothers go out to work 

when their children are still 

young…things are going to give. If 

you want mums to devote every 

waking day to their children and their 

development, we have to make it 

possible for them to survive 

financially while staying at home." 

Nursery managers blamed 

high-tech, dry-feeling nappies.

Julie Henry, The Daily Telegraph, 

2nd August 2009

Survey Says…

More than a third of working mothers 

want to quit their jobs to look after 

their children, research commissioned 

by the Department for Children, 

Schools and Families  suggests.  A 

further six in ten would like to reduce 

their hours to spend more time with 

their young ones, the Government-

backed study found.  Less than a fifth 

said they would choose to increase 

their hours if there was good 

affordable childcare available.

The findings fly in the face of 

Government claims that women 

would want to go back to work if they 

could find decent childcare.  Jill Kirby, 

director of the Centre for Policy 

Studies think-tank and FTM 

supporter, said, Once again a survey is 

telling us that the Government’s got it 

wrong.”

Sally Russell, founder of the 

parenting website Netmums, said 

many people had fought for women 

and mothers to have the opportunity 

and choice to work.  “In many ways 

we have gone backwards, because 

women don’t have the choice – they 

have to go back to work,” she said.

The Daily Mail, 31st July 2009

Invisible Mums

The Cbeebies Channel represents 

children of all ethnicities and abilities, 

but none at home with their mothers.  

Several programmes feature 

ecstatically happy characters at 

nursery - there's Miss Hoolie on the 

Scottish island of Balamory, Timmy 

the lamb and his daycare pals in 

Timmy Time, and Granny Murray, 

the cuddly childminder in Me Too!. 

To Laura Kemp, “the 

message is clear: nursery is normal, 

fun and nothing to be scared of.  But 

as a stay-at-home mum, I feel 

undermined, undervalued and angry. 

Not a single programme in the 

channel's repertoire is set at home 

with a mother.”  And she points out 

on Big Cook, Little Cook children are 

told to “ask their grown up helper”, 

not their mum, to turn on the oven.

Educational Psychologist and 

Family Therapist Ingrid Collins said, 

“Public broadcasters, most notably 

television, have massive influence 

and a great responsibility to reflect 

all aspects of child-rearing patterns. 

Studies have shown that very young 

children who are brought up by stay-

at-home mums show less anxiety and 

aggression than those brought up in 

group settings, and I regret that the 

BBC has ignored this."

Laura Kemp, The Daily Mail, 

25th June 2009

 Feminist Fundamentals

Fay Weldon hit the media promoting 

her new book and making comments 

sure to offend some feminists.  

Weldon believes the recession is a 

chance to remake society, particularly 

in a way that will benefit women. 

"Women are exhausting themselves 

with useless jobs instead of looking 

after children [which can’t] be 

sustained," she said. “I'm sure there 

are lots of women who want to stay 

at home and look after their children. 

But it's nightmarish now for women, 

who are just tired. They have to do 

too much… As it has turned out, the 

whole relationship between men, 

women and children has tilted, to the 

disadvantage of women." 

Interview by Ermine Saner, 

The Guardian, 22 August 2009
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 etters L

 Letters which appear on this page are the views of the individual and do not necessarily reflect the views of FTM

Please send letters & contributions to P O Box 43690, London SE22 9WN or to the newsletter via the website

The Editor reserves the right to edit letters & articles for space and clarity

I thought I'd share this experience with 

you. My daughter, aged 16, is doing 

work experience this summer in a 

nursery. She is working with babies 

aged 6-18 months. She returns home 

exhausted and her comments about her 

work seem to emphasise the concerns 

that Full Time Mothers have always 

raised about putting very young 

infants into full day care (7 am to 6 pm 

in some cases). She has told me that 

some of the children cry for hours for 

their mothers and are very difficult to 

console. It is not generally a happy 

atmosphere. Interestingly it is the boy 

babies that seem to suffer the most, and 

the girls who adapt best to full daycare. 

She also said that, although there were 

some good staff, several of them she 

said "seem to hate their job" and go 

through the motions without much 

enthusiasm. The other thing she told 

me, which was quite disturbing, was of 

a problem infant who frequently bites 

other children. Yesterday he bit another 

baby on the check very badly breaking 

the skin and leaving the child with a 

very sore, red and bruised cheek. She 

told me that the staff can only deal with 

this by putting the child in "the naughty 

corner." She said this does not work as 

he is only a year old and has no 

understanding of why he is put there. 

She said to me that this behaviour 

reminded her of the behaviour you 

sometimes hear about in caged 

animals! 

The nursery she works at has 

had an excellent Ofsted inspection - 

which is the main reason we chose it for 

her work experience. I make these 

comments not in judgment of women 

who have to work - but with concern 

about the effect it has on very young 

infants. Interestingly I have just had to 

Finally, and most tellingly, she 

told me that when she has her own 

children she will never put them in 

daycare but will look after them 

herself! 

return to work myself out of financial 

necessity. My youngest is now 8 and I 

feel so fortunate to have been a ful- time 

mother for the past 12 years and 

especially during the early pre-school 

years when perhaps children need 

their mothers around the most. I know 

m y  c h i l d r e n  h a v e  b e n e f i t e d  

enormously and the material sacrifices 

we have had to make have been more 

than worth it! 

Kind regards, Anne 

London

Dear Editor,

 

Richard Reeves' article on 

'Cameronism, A Deeper shade of Blue' 

asks: “What is to be done about the 

issue of family breakdown?”  May I 

offer one possible solution?  The 

mother-infant bond should be 

strengthened by enabling the mother 

(or father) to be sole carer for the first 

3 years - at least - of the child's life.  

But how to achieve this both fiscally 

and socially?  We do not want to 

encourage chilbearing as a meal ticket 

for the unemployed, nor could the 

State afford it without huge tax 

increases, which would be unpopular.  

But one solution might be to give 

parents the option of weighting their 

statutory Child Benefit so that the

greater part would be awarded 

during the first three years, tailing off 

to a nominal sum as the child reaches 

adolescence.  This is not to imply that

children become less expensive as 

they grow older - on the contrary - but

simply to acknowledge the fact that 

parents are freer to work more as their

offspring grow in independence - not 

to mention the children themselves

earning money from after school jobs.  

Child Benefit at 17 seems almost an

irrelevance.

 We must remember that 

we humans are also mammals and in 

the animal kingdom we see the power 

of maternal instinct; ask any zoologist 

why infant monkeys cling to their 

mother's belly fur, or why cows and 

sheep cry for hours and days, after 

their young are taken from them for 

slaughter.  We ignore our maternal 

instincts at our peril, by encouraging 

mothers to separate themselves from 

their young before either is 

emotionally ready to do so.

The bond is weakened and  the child 

grows up feeling more attached to its

peer group than to its family, with 

possible dire consequences for its

socialisation and emotional 

development.  Parental authority is 

weakened, not to mention the 

overcompensation on the part of the 

parent desperate for the child's love 

and too nervous of alienating it to say 

“No”. 

 At least if we offer the 

chance of one parent staying at home 

for the first three years on a 

reasonable amount of Child Benefit 

this will be an opportunity for those 

who don't want to miss the intimacy 

and joy of those early years of 

togetherness.  Just a thought?

Yours truly,

 Sally Greenhill (mother of 3 adult 

daughters and retd. Primary Modern

Languages teacher) Suffolk

“When pressed on the Radio 4 

programme Today (January 2007) for 

a single solution, I picked the idea of 

paying every family with a child 

under three years the national 

average wage.”

Oliver James, Selfish Cpitalist  
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