Claim 23: Toddlers drop food on the floor because they want to make their parents mad.
Twelve-month-old Andrew had a way of infuriating his mother, Annie, at mealtimes. He would eat happily for a while, with Annie spoon-feeding soup or cereal that he couldn't handle by himself. Then he would eat pieces of cheese, cooked vegetables, dry cereal, or toast, polishing them off happily but messily. However, meals ended with a grand climax of throwing things. Whatever was left on the high-chair tray—including leftover spoons covered with applesauce—would go overboard. Andrew obviously did this on purpose, leaning over the side of the chair as he released each object and watching carefully as it bounced, crumbled, or splashed on the floor. Annie was angered by all the work this made for her, and she yelled at Andrew and occasionally even smacked him, but he kept doing it. What angered Annie even more was the thought that he knew she was angry but kept dropping things anyway. 
Was Andrew dropping food with the intention of aggravating his mother? 
Having to clean up a puddle of applesauce or pick green beans out of a shaggy rug would probably annoy most parents—especially if the mess occurred, as it usually does, at the end of a long day of work and family chores. However, parents' annoyance, predictable as it may seem to any adult, may have nothing to do with a young child's wishes or intentions. In fact, even preschoolers may have trouble recognizing emotional expressions (Russell & Widen, 2002). 
Even adults do things that result in undesirable and unanticipated consequences. Because human beings of all ages experience unintended results of their actions, it would seem like a good idea to entertain some alternate hypotheses about why people do the things they do and whether certain results are unintentional. A toddler's eating habits may be maddening, but that may not be the toddler's plan. Adults should consider the possibility that young children have intentions when they drop or throw food, but those intentions may not include frustrating and irritating their caregivers. Why, then, would they do something that, to adult eyes at least, appears so silly and pointless? 
One possible explanation was offered many years ago by the eminent Swiss developmentalist Jean Piaget. Piaget suggested that children in the first part of their second year of life are powerfully motivated to cause interesting events to occur. (These are, of course, events that are interesting to toddlers, not events that are particularly interesting to older people.) According to Piaget's theory of cognitive development, children do not understand that they can cause things to happen until they are about 1 year old. When they do catch on to this fact, they are intensely motivated to test it out repeatedly, just as, in Piaget's view, they have a strong need to practice and repeat any new achievement. 
Having discovered their ability to initiate interesting events, young children find that they cannot do everything with equal ease. They are limited in what they can do by their own physical and motor development. A 1-yearold cannot build a machine with interlocking blocks, draw a recognizable picture, or turn on a computer. If restrained in a high chair at mealtime, the toddler cannot run around in circles, pull off shoes and socks, or try to brush the dog's teeth. Most of the things a high-chair-bound child can do involve dropping or throwing of available objects—food and eating utensils. Dropping or throwing objects is interesting and yields some important new information about the physical world: For example, liquids like soup or milk, if dropped, make little noise and redistribute in novel patterns across the floor; a spoon, on the other hand, makes a noise but does not change in size and may show only a slight alteration in shape. 
The desire to learn new and intriguing information about the world provides a strong alternative motivation, one that explains why toddlers drop food without intending to anger adults. But other aspects of this claim should be considered by comparing the child's feelings to those of an adult. Why might it be that an adult would want to make someone else mad and is it possible for a toddler to share the beliefs and social skills that this vengeful adult has? Working to make someone else mad actually involves a quite complicated understanding of others' thoughts and emotions. An adult who can successfully and intentionally act to make others mad must be able to conceptualize how the other people would feel in a given situation, even though the feeling might not be the same one that the person would experience. In addition, if the would-be annoying person has any sense, his or her intention will be to produce feelings of anger and frustration but not of sufficient intensity to provoke retaliation. People do not usually want to make other people so mad that they respond with a punch; instead, people who inflict vengeance want their victims to simmer in helpless, uncomfortable rage, unable to do anything about it. To manage this requires careful and skillful anticipation of the degree of anger created and the likelihood that victims will fight back. 
Such complex assessment of others' responses is only possible for people with a well-developed theory of mind—those who can predict with some accuracy how another person will think and feel (Fonagy, Gergely, Jurist, & Target, 2002). Toddlers have taken the first steps in developing theory of mind. However, they have little understanding of the meaning of applesauce on the floor and a tired and frustrated parent. Toddlers would not plan to throw food or anticipate the anger as a result of food throwing and the punishment as a result of anger, even if the action has sometimes had that effect in the past. In fact, toddlers still rely heavily on their parents' sensitivity to communications to help establish the understanding of others' thoughts that will help in later conflicts (McElwain & Volling, 2004). 
Curiously, early steps in theory of mind include a stage in which children assume that what any person does is what that person wants to do (rather than something that happens by accident or through lack of knowledge). This desire psychology stage is exactly parallel to adults' assumption that a baby who makes them mad has wanted to make them mad. Although adults have probably developed much further and can show advanced theory of mind in ideal circumstances, fatigue, frustration, and anger sometimes combine to limit adults to a much more childish view of other people. 
As a final point in this section, consider toddlers' responses to angry parents. When children think that angry behavior is a joke, they may laugh, but on the whole they do not seem either pleased or amused when their parents are angry. It seems unlikely that they would intentionally provoke anger if they do not enjoy it. Angry shouting or physical punishment causes crying and emotional upset, of course. But children show distressed reactions even to adults who are suppressing anger, clenching their teeth, not looking at the child, or not speaking. Most young children respond to this confusing and threatening behavior by trying to approach the parent and by crying or becoming withdrawn if rebuffed. Young children do not seem to enjoy any aspect of angry parents, so it seems unlikely that they would make intentional efforts to annoy. However, a child might be defiant without having the intention of causing anger, and a certain amount of this behavior may actually indicate good development. According to some research, toddlers who are actively resistant are also likely to behave positively toward their mothers, and children of depressed mothers are less likely to show resistant behavior.
Conclusion 
Although toddlers sometimes make their parents mad by throwing food, the children probably have a very different intention resulting from their level of cognitive development. Toddlers' development of theory of mind is not sufficiently advanced to allow the performance of deliberately annoying behavior, although well-developed toddlers may display resistance to what parents want. Annie would still be tired and frustrated with thrown food, but she might feel better if she understood that Andrew is not trying to make her life difficult.




















Claim 36: Autism rates are rising rapidly, especially in certain parts of the country, so something must be happening to cause more cases of this serious developmental problem.
The Becker family had one child, a 5-year-old boy, and a second baby was on the way. Sherry Becker and her husband, Alan, had discussed many times how much they'd like to have a summer house by the shore, and it seemed that it would be so nice to be able to spend part of each hot East Coast summer at the beach. Sherry mentioned this to her sister, naming the coastal community where they were considering buying. To Sherry's great surprise, her sister was horrified. “You're not going to go there while you're pregnant or when the baby's little, are you? Haven't you read the papers about all the cases of autism they've found in that place? The rates are getting higher and higher. There has to be something dangerous there that gets into the babies' brains. Please promise me you won't do this.” Sherry didn't know what to think.
Was it wise for the family to move to such an area at this point in their lives?
Of all mental disorders of early life, autism is the one most likely to receive frightening treatment in the headlines. References to autistic disorders in the movies and on TV have made the diagnosis familiar to most people, but they have not provided them much real information about its symptoms or treatment. It is certainly true that autistic children suffer from a number of problems of development and that the lives of their families can be much disrupted by the demands of the children's mental and emotional states. It is also true that although children with autism continue to develop toward adulthood, the chances are small that they will manage to attain a fully mature and independent way of life. A small number of high-functioning autistic individuals, such as the noted author Temple Grandin, achieve a great deal of competence, but most autistic people need a good deal of support and protection.
Autism is no picnic for anyone, and it is not surprising that parents are easily alarmed about it. However, some frightening ideas about the disorder may be less disturbing with explanation. Two of these ideas are that rates of autism are increasing rapidly and that an environmental event is causing the problem.
To analyze these ideas, one must first consider the changing rates of autism. It is easy to forget that rates are not measures of absolute numbers. In other words, if the number of new cases of autism in a state is cited, the number does not refer to a rate. The term rate refers to a proportion and is related to the word ratio. Information about a rate must state the number of cases of a disorder for a total number of people, both those with and those without the disorder. The more people in an area, the more cases of autism; likewise, the fewer people, the fewer cases of autism. But the actual rate (proportion of autistic individuals out of the entire population) could be the same in both situations.
A second important point involves reported rates of diagnosed disorders (Steuernagel, 2005). The reported rates are not based on a magical method of instantly counting how many people have a disorder. Instead, the determination of diagnosed cases involves the process of examining each individual, making the decision about the diagnosis, and collating that information for a given area. If a diagnosis is difficult to make, and few people have received the diagnosis, the rate of a disorder in an area will appear low, even if there are many undetected cases. If the authorities become more aware of a disorder and if practitioners develop more accurate diagnostic techniques, the rate will appear to rise, even though there are no real changes in the underlying facts. The number of diagnosed cases of autism in an area is related to the actual number of cases, but the number of diagnosed cases can rise or fall without any changes in the actual number. The rate of diagnosed cases of autism can vary a great deal from one area of the country to another, without any real difference in children's conditions in different states or towns.
A recent study by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) compared the number of children diagnosed with autism in 14 states, in each state's case comparing the proportion of autistic 8-year-olds to the entire 8-year-old population of the state (Kelley, 2007). Researchers noted large differences among the states. For example, New Jersey had the highest proportion of children diagnosed with autism, with 16.8 boys identified out of every 1,000 boys of this age. Alabama had the lowest rate, with only 5 boys diagnosed as autistic out of every 1,000 boys. The same state difference held for girls, with 4 out of every 1,000 New Jersey girls assessed as autistic, and only 1.4 of every 1,000 Alabama girls receiving this diagnosis.
After reading these data, you may be thinking, what is going on here? Is there a problem in New Jersey? Does the industrial background of parts of this state expose children to lead and mercury, toxic substances whose contribution to autistic disorders has been hypothesized? This might make some sense in comparison with Alabama, a much more rural and agricultural area, where one might expect children to be exposed less to toxic manufacturing materials. But looking back at the data provided by the CDC, readers would see that Utah has a high rate of autism reported for boys and a rather low rate for girls. Now what do readers do with the idea that toxic materials are causing autism? Can it be that in Utah, boys are exposed to toxic substances and girls are not?
The CDC data do not explain the causes of autism; however, inspecting differences among states may help readers to detect certain important factors related to reported autism rates as well as the actual number of autistic children, both diagnosed and undiagnosed. It's true that there will probably not be many cases of autism reported if there are not many autistic children present, but it is also true that there can be few cases reported when there actually are many children with the disorder. Before a case is reported to the CDC and entered into the records, one or more adults must have been aware of symptoms of autism, ready to take a child to be evaluated, and able to make and communicate the diagnosis and file the record in a state data system. The presence or absence of adults able to do these tasks may be one of the essential factors that determine the reported rate of autism in a state. Autistic symptoms are both subtle (Jones, Carr, & Feeley, 2006) and pervasive (Herbert, 2005). Paradoxical as it may seem, larger numbers of educated and competent adults in a state may cause the reported rate of autism in the state to rise. (But few people would argue that autism is caused by exposure to educated adults.)
One issue about counting numbers of autistic children is that such children may be identified as having a different diagnosis, such as mental retardation, for instance. They may also have more than one diagnosis and be identified as both autistic and mentally retarded or autistic and suffering from problems of language development. Because of this, some researchers have looked back at old and recent records to see whether there have been changes in identification of children as autistic or mentally retarded or both; the records show whether a given child was evaluated for particular problems. In a study done in California, there did not seem to have been any changes due to shifts in the way problems were classified, but more recently, there have been fewer autistic children who also had a diagnosis of mental retardation and more autistic children who were never evaluated for mental retardation (Grether, Rosen, Smith, & Croen, 2009)
A distressing issue about autism involves clusters of cases in specific geographical areas. Reports of clusters lead people to think that an unidentified characteristic of an area is making children autistic. Parents who are aware of clusters may also think that if they stay away from the implicated areas, their children will not become autistic. However, the real cause of a cluster may be chance. Random distribution of cases, which is expected for natural disorders, does not mean absolute uniformity of occurrence in all places. It would be surprising if there were no natural variation—the phenomenon that causes some areas to have higher and some to have lower numbers of cases of autism (or any other disorder). In addition, mistakes in identifying a cluster may be made if the expected number is not accurately determined or even if the definition of autistic symptoms has changed (Baron-Cohen, Saunders, & Chakrabarti, 1999).
Experts seem to have a much better understanding of how autistic children receive a diagnosis, and what statistical factors are at work, than of how children become autistic. However, one thing is clear: When people see an increase in rates of autism and want to make related decisions for their family, they need to consider whether the increase results from better reporting or from real changes in children's conditions.
Conclusion
Changes in reported rates of autism are influenced by many factors other than the actual proportion of autistic children in the population, so people cannot use information about only those changed rates to determine causes of autism. Sherry's sister has misinterpreted the significance of high reported rates of autism in a geographical area.













Claim 38: Preschoolers who try to bargain with their parents really want to manipulate and control adults, and they should not be allowed to negotiate.
“Oh, Mom! I want to play some more. Can't I have one more game? Can I wait until the long hand is on the 6?” One more game, one more minute, one more hug, one more drink of water, one less spoonful of green beans—these were the requests 4-year-old Hamid made of his mother, many times every day and on into the night. Hamid's mother found life much simpler if she gave in and agreed to some of these bargains, although she usually drew the line at some point. Hamid generally did what she asked him to after a little negotiation had taken place. But Hamid's grandfather did not approve. “You're just letting him get his own way all the time. You've already spoiled him. Otherwise, he wouldn't be trying to control you so much. You'd better insist he does things your way, whether he cries and begs or not! He'll become a monster if you don't!”
Is Hamid's grandfather right? Are all of Hamid's requests aimed at taking command of the adults, who ought to be in charge?
Like human beings of any age, preschoolers want what they want (it would be pretty silly for them to want what they don't want). In that sense, bargaining with parents is an attempt to be in control of their own lives. But parents of preschool children often feel that some bargaining goes far beyond matters that the child actually wants or needs. It seems to some parents that bargaining is a way of life for their preschooler, and many parents become concerned that their child wants to take control of everything in the household. Could this be true? Is a child's wish to be in control for the sake of control itself? Is the preschooler's goal to exploit adults and to win a secret game that is being played without the adults' knowledge? These questions are probably most accurately answered in the negative. Bargaining and negotiating over bedtime, meals, and departure for child care are most likely normal steps in a preschooler's development of social skills and close relationships.
Late toddlerhood has been labeled “the terrible twos,” in part because of children's strenuous efforts to get their own way in matters that sometimes seem ridiculous to their parents. Exactly why preschoolers behave in this sometimes very trying way is difficult to explore through empirical research, unfortunately. Children of this age group are not able—and might not be willing—to explain their motives. Indeed, even if researchers waited until the children were older to investigate this issue, and perhaps tried to link parent reports of toddler argumentativeness with later attitudes toward other people, they would find their research embroiled with multiple confounding variables.
Because research approaches are difficult, attempts to explain early childhood bargaining have usually been in the form of theoretical statements based on clinical observation and have sometimes stemmed from the study of working relationships between parents and children. The famous attachment theorist John Bowlby (1982) and some of his successors consider negotiation and bargaining to be a natural and desirable stage in the growth of an internal working model of social relationships. An internal working model is a set of thoughts and feelings, in this case the ideas and emotions that help to determine how a person behaves toward others and expects them to behave toward him or her. In Bowlby's view, negotiation with parents follows a child's establishment of an emotional attachment to a few preferred, familiar people, and such negotiation is part of a child's efforts to handle separation. The young child cannot avoid all experiences of separation from familiar adults, but the child can have some sense of security, control, and confidence as a result of negotiating about separation. The ability to delay the parent's departure from the day care center by asking for five more kisses or to put off saying “good night” by arguing over the exact amount the door is to be left open is sufficient to help buffer the young child against the fear of separation and possible loss.
Bowlby's (1982) view of bargaining stresses the comfort the preschooler can derive from negotiating with adults. Such comfort and security can provide a good context for exploring and learning about the world, much like the secure base a toddler needs for exploring the world. A child who cannot bargain and negotiate may experience anxiety that interferes with learning and thinking. In addition, the experience of bargaining with adults is an excellent way to practice negotiation and compromise skills that will be beneficial in the future. Children can also work on such skills with peers, but an adult's ability to bargain provides a more advanced model from which a child can learn.
Because negotiation and bargaining involve at least two participants, they can be considered from a transactional point of view, with the assumption that each person affects and is affected by the other. Modern research on this topic studies the contributions of both the parent and the child to their conflict and its resolution.
Although it may seem most important to study what the children do, parents play a powerful role in a child's learning about negotiation. Parents frequently introduce their own strategies of bargaining and reasoning to a preschool child's resistance or expression of distaste (e.g., rejection of a food item; Crockenberg & Litman, 1991). Experience with these parental strategies is a factor in developing a child's later willingness to cooperate and compromise. Parents who respond to conflict with coercion, and stress their authority, may be setting the stage for their children to be poor and reluctant negotiators.
Why does parental negotiation have a positive effect on a child's cooperativeness and social skills? One reason may be the use of language and reasoning modeled by the parent, learned by the child, and later employed by the child in interactions with other children and adults. Language of some sort is essential to bargaining. Parents who react coercively to children's behavior may model little useful language because they may remain silent or shout in ways that convey little except their anger.
The process of negotiation also requires some knowledge of what another person might know or want and how that knowledge or motivation may be different from one's own. A child who offers a teddy bear as an incentive for a parent to forget about bedtime will probably be unsuccessful, but one who promises to stay quietly on the sofa wrapped in a blanket may succeed, especially if the parent's real wish is for a little peace rather than for the child actually to be asleep. Similarly, a parent who is trying to say good night may find the promise of a distant trip to Disneyland unsuccessful, but a child who really wishes to postpone separation might accept a promise to come back in 10 minutes and look in the door. Parents' and children's negotiations help children learn how other people's needs and wishes are different from their own, knowledge that will contribute greatly to later abilities to compromise and cooperate. For example, both preschoolers and older children frequently find themselves in conflict with their peers (David, Murphy, Naylor, & Stonecipher, 2004), and negotiating skills that were learned earlier can be helpful in these situations.
Adults who lack the ability to understand a child's needs may find negotiation a demanding and frustrating task, as may those who find it hard to articulate a compromise position between their wishes and their child's. The same difficulties can occur when parents feel anxiety about the outcome of negotiation and believe, as it has traditionally been claimed, that “either you rule your child or your child rules you.” These parents' beliefs about human relationships can lead them to avoid compromise rather than to encourage their children's negotiating skills. Parents who have better empathic abilities, on the other hand, may both foster secure attachment in their children and negotiate with them more successfully (Gini, Oppenheim, & Sagi-Schwartz, 2007).
Conclusion
Difficult as it may be to deal with a preschooler's bargaining demands at times, negotiations between parents and young children have real advantages for social development. Children who have healthy bargaining experiences, where both sides compromise, can develop useful social skills. Hamid's mother is right in negotiating with him, but of course, she is also right in stopping when a reasonable compromise has been achieved.

















Claim 39: A young child can tell when someone is just teasing.
Four-year-old Michael's grandmother had a game she really enjoyed playing with him when he was in a bad mood. If Michael sulked or acted angry, she would say, “Oh! I hear something at the window! It might be the bear that eats bad boys.” She would go to the window and peek out cautiously, telling Michael, “I'm not sure, but I think I see him out there. There's something furry just around the corner.” The grandmother thought this was a funny way to put Michael back in a good humor, and she would elaborate on her story at length. But to her surprise and annoyance, Michael did not think it was funny, became even more distressed, and would run to his father if possible. The grandmother was disgusted with this behavior and said to Tom, Michael's father, “He knows perfectly well that I'm just teasing. He just likes to put on a drama and get your attention.” Tom knew Michael's moods pretty well and thought the child was really upset, but at the same time, he couldn't imagine that Michael thought his grandmother was serious about bears in an urban neighborhood.
Could Michael tell that his grandmother was teasing him when she talked about bears?
Teasing is a form of social interaction in which one individual, the teaser, makes statements to another, the teasee, which the teaser represents as true although he or she knows they are false. These statements may refer to events that the teasee would like but are not actually going to happen or to events the teasee fears or dislikes but are not going to happen. The teasee's confusion and concern provide amusement for the teaser, and mild and familiar forms of teasing may be amusing for the teasee as well. However, teasing about serious matters may be distressing for the teasee. Adults generally tease children rather than the other way around, and an adult may be offended or annoyed by a child's display of distress when teased, rather than sympathetic or apologetic. Adult teasing of children may be a form of veiled hostility in response to a child's bad mood, as in the case of Michael's grandmother.
It would be impossible to tease a normal adolescent or an adult by talking about bears in an urban setting. The older individual knows not only that bears are rarely found in residential areas but that it is possible for people knowingly to make false statements with intentions other than to communicate information. The older person has mastered Theory of Mind, a way of thinking about others' behavior which interprets the behavior in terms of what the other person knows, wants, and intends. Although toddlers understand to some extent that people's actions are affected by their beliefs (Onishi & Baillargeon, 2005), they are far from having a complete understanding of what others want or believe.
Even preschool children are only beginning to understand that behavior is shaped not only by what another person wants but by what they know or do not know and that false statements can be made intentionally even though the speaker knows they are false. Because that understanding is not yet well-developed, preschool children are easily teased to the point of distress. They only gradually develop the ability to understand others' intentions and knowledge.
One important study devised a scale that assessed how well a child's Theory of Mind had developed (Wellman, Fang, & Peterson, 2011). The authors considered skills that a preschool child had to attain before being able to interpret others' intentions reasonably well. The skills developed in a predictable order. First, children became capable of understanding diverse desires—that different people might want different things with respect to the same object, for example something to eat that one liked and the other did not. Second, they come to understand that people may believe different things about something—for instance, thinking that something is good to eat or not good to eat—even though the child does not know which one is right. Third, they learn that a person who does not have access to knowledge (for example, not being able to see what is in a box) does not know for sure what someone else can know if he or she has access to knowledge. Fourth, preschool children come to be able to judge whether another person does or does not know something which the child does know. The final step in this progression is that the child knows that people can hide their emotions and that their behavior does not necessarily indicate what they really feel or want.
How is this Theory of Mind scale related to teasing? Children who do not understand diverse desires will be confused by the apparent attitudes of a teaser toward events the child either wants or fears and dislikes. The teaser's apparent nonchalance about these emotionally colored events will be in particular contrast to the sensitivity and responsiveness of caregivers that are an important part of early relationships. Children who do not understand diverse beliefs would not be able to interpret a teasing statement that contradicts their own beliefs. Children who have not yet grasped the roles of lack of knowledge or of false beliefs will not be able to understand that an adult could accidentally or intentionally make an inaccurate statement. And children who do not understand that emotion can be hidden or simulated will not understand the apparent blandness or cheerful manner of an adult who is talking about what should be a distressing subject.
A further step in the development of Theory of Mind seems necessary for an explanation of preschoolers' responses to teasing. When do young children learn that people can want to trick or fool others, for reasons of their own? A study by Vanderbilt, Liu, and Heyman (2011) looked at children's ability to learn from experiences of seeing an actor pretend that he or she did not know where something was and mislead another person who was looking for the object. Three-year-olds in this study were trusting of the information they got from adults, and it did not matter very much to them whether they had seen the actor trick people by giving them false information or help them by giving correct information. Both 4-year-olds and 5-year-olds trusted the “helpers” a bit more than the “trickers,” but only the 5-year-olds could correctly describe as “nice” the helpful people rather than the tricking people. That individuals may be trustworthy or untrustworthy as a rule is a concept that comes into play only toward the end of the preschool period, so it is not until that time that children are likely to understand that one person characteristically teases and should not be taken seriously.
Does the gradual development of Theory of Mind mean that nobody should ever tease preschoolers? Can children learn anything from experiences of teasing? There seems to be little that is positive in a situation where adults get angry when a child they have teased is upset, and a child who experiences this may learn to distrust the teasing adult in general or to imitate that adult by teasing younger children. However, mild teasing is not very far from pretending, and pretend play is an important achievement of the preschool years. Pretending and mild teasing may be ways to practice Theory of Mind and to develop greater empathy with others' thoughts and feelings.
Conclusion
Preschoolers have only limited abilities to understand what other people know, want, or believe. Michael cannot yet take his grandmother's perspective and understand that when she talks teasingly about scary things, her conscious intention is to amuse him and cheer him up. Although he may know that he has never seen a bear in their neighborhood, he also knows that adults can know things he does not know, and the occasional presence of wandering bears may be among those things. Michael's continued distress, and his wish to be near his father, are clear evidence that he does not understand the “pretend” nature of his grandmother's comments and that he needs some respite from her teasing approach.




















Claim 41: Spanking should never be used to discipline a child, because it is ineffective and causes children to model the aggression they experience.
Two second-grade teachers, Sheri and Keisha, were discussing a child who was a discipline problem on the playground. Sheri was very annoyed at having to deal with the boy's rambunctiousness. “That Kegan!,” she sighed. “There he went again this morning, pushing the girls who were trying to jump rope. One fell down and I had to take her to the office for first aid. Then all Kegan got was a time-out. If I could just smack his rear! Or if his mother would do it, it would be even better. Then he'd straighten out.” Keisha was sympathetic, because she too had to cope with Kegan on the playground. But she felt Sheri was wrong in proposing physical punishment as a way to change the boy's behavior. “No, I really don't think that would work,” Keisha said. “I was reading that spanking really doesn't work very well, and besides, it teaches kids that aggression is the way to get what you want. When they see a grownup act aggressive they think that's the right thing to do, but, I really don't know what else to do, either.”
Is Sheri's proposal to spank Kegan a good idea, or is Keisha right in saying that such punishment is ineffective and perhaps makes behavior more aggressive instead of less?
Before we consider the pros and cons of this argument, let's make absolutely sure that everyone knows what is being discussed. Both Sheri and Keisha are talking about spanking, a form of punishment that involves one to several blows with an adult's bare open hand, generally on a child's bare or clothed buttocks but possibly on the legs or hands. Spanking does not include blows with the fist or kicks, and it does not include striking with any type of object—belt, paddle, switch, plastic plumbing supply line, or ruler. It is difficult to say whether more than a few blows with the bare hand would move the action to some category other than spanking. Blows to the face and head are generally not considered spanking even if delivered with the open hand. Both spanking and physical punishment other than spanking are illegal in Europe, and some forms may or may not be considered abusive in parts of the United States. Initiatives that would make spanking illegal (see http://www.nospank.net) have led to much discussion of the scientific evidence for and against spanking.
As a general rule, research on the effects of spanking has been of a correlational nature, or it has compared nonrandomized groups. It is not likely that parents who reject spanking would agree to be randomly assigned to an experimental group that would spank their children, and similarly those who approve of spanking would not participate if assigned to a group that used nonphysical methods of discipline. Looking at children's development in families who spank or don't spank because of their own beliefs lets us see how punishment methods correlate with outcomes, but it does not show us whether the outcome is caused by the punishment method or whether both have a cause in some additional factor. Comparing the children of spanking parents with those of nonspanking parents can cause confusion between associated factors; for example, we cannot tell whether the children whose parents spanked them began as more impulsive or difficult than the children whose parents did not spank or whether any problematic behavior emerged from the parents' methods. Confounded variables like these are always a problem in correlational studies or comparisons of nonrandomized groups to each other.
There were one or two experimental studies involving spanking that were carried out at a time when ethical standards for research were less strict than they presently are, but even those focused on special issues in spanking rather than on its general use by parents of ordinary children. Roberts (1988; Roberts & Powers, 1990) was interested in helping mothers of oppositional preschoolers become able to use time-out methods as discipline. The mothers and children were being treated for relationship problems including the children's disobedience. As is not uncommon, the children sometimes refused to stay in the time-out chair, creating a second problem in addition to whatever they had originally been given a time-out for. Roberts assigned the mothers of nine children to spank the child when he or she got up from the time-out chair without permission. The mothers of the other nine children were taught to place the disobedient child in a room where a barrier prevented escape until the mother decided to let the child come back out. Both spanking and confinement to the room with barrier were effective in teaching the child not to leave the time-out chair, but there was more disruption associated with spanking.
The body of nonexperimental work on the effects of corporal punishment has been examined by several authors. This can be done by means of a systematic research synthesis, which looks at the characteristics and research designs of a group of studies and considers their conclusions, or through a meta-analysis, which focuses on issues like effect size as well as whether there were statistically significant correlations or differences between groups. A systematic research synthesis can point out whether some studies were weak in their research designs, and a meta-analysis can draw overall conclusions rather than being confined to conclusions from the small number of participants that may have been studied in individual investigations.
Gershoff's reviews (2002, 2010) reported that, although corporal punishment was effective in stopping unwanted behavior in the short term, it was associated with greater child aggression and emotional disturbance in later years. But a commentary on this work pointed out that Gershoff had combined in her review reports on the effects of more serious and intense forms of physical punishment, not just studies of spanking (Larzelere & Baumrind, 2010). The commentary authors argued that spanking could form a part of the authoritative parenting style so often reported to have excellent outcomes in terms of behavior and school achievement.
One important question about the effects of physical punishment is the age of the child being punished. The research that shows spanking (but not other forms of corporal punishment) as having a positive effect over the long term generally focuses on spanking during the preschool period, and it looks at outcomes as measured during adolescence (Baumrind, Larzelere, & Owens, 2010). Although a small number of authors recommend spanking or whipping infants as young as 6 months of age, such practices are generally considered abusive, and no empirical investigations have examined their outcomes. Physical punishment of teenagers is potentially abusive, in part because the adolescent may fight back and serious injury to both combatants may result. In one study related to physical punishment of teenagers, such punishment was seen as a risk factor for aggression toward mothers (Pagani et al., 2004), but there was also a background of aggressive behavior that contributed to the situation; physical punishment was only one of the factors that led to aggressive behavior. It also seems very likely that the child's age is associated with different effects of physical punishment, and of course research reports state the ages of the children studied—but in spite of this, there is a tendency for people to want to generalize from preschoolers (for example) to children of all ages.
Conclusion
Keisha is mistaken in thinking that spanking is ineffective in the short run. If spanking were administered immediately after Kegan's misbehavior, chances are good that he would stop the specific action that led to the spanking (although pushing the girls might be replaced by starting a fight with someone). Kegan is a couple of years older than the children for whom spanking has been shown to have positive outcomes in later years, and most research on spanking alone (not other physical punishment) has not looked systematically at effects on school-age children. Whether being spanked at school would cause Kegan to learn to be more aggressive would probably depend on other factors in his life. Once again, of course, these comments apply to spanking as properly defined, not to blows with a paddle or other physical punishments.




















Claim 60: If parents are not strict enough, children will behave badly and may become criminals.
Fifteen-year-old Daniel's parents were recently divorced and still argued frequently about Daniel's upbringing. Daniel's mother, Christin, insisted that Daniel needed strict rules and heavy punishments if he broke them. If Daniel were even 5 minutes late in coming home from school, she grounded him for a week. Christin did not tolerate any excuses or even discussion of the rules and their consequences, and she secretly feared that she would lose control of Daniel if she did not insist that he toe the line. Daniel's father, Mike, was more relaxed about rules and somewhat pleased to think Daniel had more fun at his house than at Christin's. But Christin argued this point. “Daniel's the one who's going to suffer if he gets his own way all the time. He has to learn to tell right from wrong and to respect authority. You're too lazy to keep after him, but how are you going to feel if he ends up in jail because you're not strict enough? It'll be too late then!”
Was Christin right about this? Is parental strictness necessary to ensure children grow up to be respectable citizens?
The first step in understanding this common belief is to examine the meaning of strictness. A small number of people who deplore laxity in child rearing support treatment that most people consider abusive, such as locking children in dark closets or beating them with electrical cords. A larger number reject such extreme severity but advocate some level of physical punishment and consider parents “not strict enough” if they do not spank their children occasionally. Much existing research on strictness focused on the use of physical or other punishment, though researchers also studied parents' expectations and rules for their children. For example, one study asked parents whether they agreed or disagreed with statements such as “I expect my child to obey without questioning me” and “I don't let my child complain.” Understanding strictness requires knowing what a child might be punished for, what the family rules are, and what kind of punishment is used. When examining strictness of parenting, the kind of control parents are aiming for must also be considered—for example, behavioral control achieved through attentive monitoring and discipline or psychological control achieved through guilt and other emotional influences on children.
Research on parenting strictness is difficult to conduct and interpret because family life involves many confounding variables. Parental strictness is associated with characteristics of children, such as their activity levels, and characteristics of their living situations. For instance, a family living in an upstairs apartment may be under more pressure than a family in a house to keep children quiet. If children from strict families behave better—or, possibly, worse—than children with laxer parents, it is hard to know whether the children's development was determined by the parenting behavior or by one or many related factors. Nevertheless, this issue is so important that ongoing research is exploring a variety of issues connected to strictness.
Past research on psychological control looked at a factor called intrusiveness as an important aspect of strict parenting. Intrusive parenting involves high levels of personal control by parents who can be described as both possessive and unusually protective of their children. This personal control is manifested in negative, critical remarks that use the parent-child relationship for leverage. One researcher (Barber, 1996) concluded that intrusive parenting “potentially inhibits or intrudes upon psychological development” (Barber. 1996, p. 3297) and is “a consistently negative and inhibiting experience for children” (Barber, 1996, p. 3314).
Other related research investigated the effect of parents' control on school-age children's internalizing problems (e.g., excessive worry, stomachaches with no physical cause) and externalizing problems (e.g., getting into fights). In addition to examining behavioral and psychological control by parents, these researchers also studied how much affection the parents showed their children. Surprisingly, the children with high levels of both internalizing and externalizing problems were those whose mothers showed much affection and exercised high psychological control. The smallest numbers of externalizing problems, such as fighting, were shown by children whose mothers used high levels of behavioral control and low levels of psychological control (Aunola & Nurmi, 2005).
An intriguing but confusing factor related to the effects of parental strictness is ethnicity, which seems to be important in determining outcomes. African American children whose parents are restrictive, and might even be classed as harsh disciplinarians, are reported to have good developmental outcomes, as measured by school success and low anxiety. This is not the case for European American children. What might cause this ethnic difference? Do genetic factors cause children of different ethnicities to respond differently to strict parenting practices? This may be a possibility, but it may also be that ethnic differences in living conditions play a powerful role.
Recent research tried to explore the effects of ethnicity by examining environmental confounding variables—experiences that may be different for most African Americans than they are for most European Americans. Ethnicity in the United States is strongly associated with living conditions, employment, education, and family income, although there is a good deal of overlap in the experiences of different ethnic groups. In the study discussed here, the researchers compared a group of African American families who were living in poverty with a group of European American families with similar life circumstances. The families were evaluated for the number of stressful events (e.g., a family member's death, homelessness) that they had experienced in the previous year. The restrictiveness of the parents' behavior toward their children was measured with a questionnaire and observations of parents playing a game with their children. The children of the less restrictive parents had more behavior problems as family stress levels increased. In families with more restrictive parents, the children had little stress-related change in problem behaviors. For these very poor families, parental restrictiveness seemed to protect the child from the impact of family stress, for both African American and European American families. It may be the case that apparent ethnic differences in the effects of restrictiveness are related to the effects of different living conditions rather than specific genetic or cultural differences (Bhandari & Barnett, 2007; Hill & Bush, 2001). Cultural differences in values may also make a good deal of difference in the ways children respond to various parenting styles (Dwairy et al., 2006).
Much of the past research on strictness focused on obvious, important influences, such as the frequency of delinquent behavior. However, the effect of strict or more relaxed parenting may be a more subtle factor that results in less obvious outcomes. For example, children familiar with different parenting styles may expect adults to use different reasoning about rules, with some expecting that rules will be based on equality of social relations and others expecting rules to be associated with consequences of their actions for other people (Leman, 2005).
Conclusion
Strict parenting practices, in general, do not seem to support good development or behavior in children, but such practices may be positive when used by families living in poverty or experiencing other types of stress. Christin probably does not need to be so strict to keep Daniel on the right path, although she may feel the need to control her child as the family goes through the changes inherent in divorce.






















Claim 46: Children have different learning styles, depending on whether they are left brained or right brained.
Melody's teacher was concerned about 10-year-old Melody's poor math skills, and she said so at a parent-teacher conference with Melody's mother, Tasha. But Tasha was not concerned or even very impressed by the teacher's statements. “Melody has always liked to draw and sing and dance. She's one of those right-brained people who isn't good at schoolwork like reading and arithmetic. She's more intuitive, like her Daddy. I'm not going to worry about this, because I know she has talent and will be a great performer someday.”
Was Tasha right to think that people who are good at the arts are not good at schoolwork? Can Melody's teacher use other special methods to teach her in a “right-brained” way?
The idea that human beings have learning styles that depend on their tendency to use one side of the brain more than the other became popular about 40 years ago and has remained a common assumption. Generally, this belief includes the idea that left-brained activities are analytical, whereas right-brained activities are creative, holistic, and intuitive. Some educators find this point of view very appealing; others take a more general view of individual learning styles that contribute to academic achievement (Hadfield, 2006).
Most children and adults are right-handed, and only about 10% use their left hands for fine movements, such as writing. Right-handed people fairly consistently use their two hands in predictable ways, using the right hand for skilled small muscle tasks and the left for less delicate movements, such as holding the top of a sheet of paper or steadying an object by gripping it. Left-handed people do things the other way around, although they are usually a bit more skillful with their right hands than “righties” are with their left.
The brain's control over motor skills follows a predictable pattern, too. The left side of the brain sends the signals that control the right hand's movements, and the right side of the brain controls the left hand. So, in that sense, people are left brained if they are right-handed and right brained if they are left-handed.
So far, this is reasonable. But what about learning styles? Why have some people associated the dominant activity of one side of the brain with particular ways to learn or even particular skills other than movements such as hand use? In fact, the idea of being right brained or left brained in learning style is a big jump in reasoning from studies of brain surgery. Surgical treatment of brain-damaged patients, beginning in the 1940s, was the source of the idea that one or the other cortical hemisphere could do much of people's brainwork. Patients who had epileptic seizures because of an injury to one side of the brain (e.g., a man who was clubbed in the head while a prisoner during World War II) were treated by surgery that cut many of the neural connections between the right and left brain halves. This procedure allowed the healthy side of the brain to take more control over the body and to prevent the seizures caused by the injured side.
After surgical treatment, the health of these patients improved, but they had some other interesting changes, too. Because communication between the two sides of the brain was interrupted, each side was much more isolated from the other. Normally, much of the information about something seen with one eye is communicated to both sides of the brain, but following split-brain surgery, only one side of the brain received information from one eye. The same held for hearing. In a person with normal auditory functioning, sounds that come into one ear are signaled to both sides of the brain, but after the split, sounds entering the left ear were communicated only to the left half of the brain.
This unusual isolation of left and right cortical hemispheres allowed researchers to observe whether each side of the brain had specialties or tasks that it could perform especially well. Researchers had long known that the left hemisphere of a right-handed individual had a special connection to spoken language and that injury to the left side of the brain was more likely than right-side injury to damage language ability. The split-brain research confirmed this fact and suggested other differences between the two sides—information that quickly spun into the claim that brain preferences somehow determine preferred tasks and ways of learning.
However, there were some problems with the left-brain, right-brain idea. First, an intact brain—with the hemispheres normally connected—does not work like a split brain. The two sides of the brain ordinarily function together, in coordination, although one may do a bit more of some tasks (especially language) than the other. To look at one hemisphere alone gives an inaccurate view of normal functioning—as inaccurate as studying how a person's right leg would be used after the left had been amputated, as a way of understanding normal walking. Brain imaging studies, which were not available in the early split-brain research, showed that both sides of the brain act together under normal circumstances.
Many important tasks require something from each hemisphere, so, for example, in an emotional conversation between two right-handed people, the right hemispheres work to comprehend emotion in speech, and the left sides work to understand and remember stories that have emotional meaning. A person who had one of these abilities, “right” or “left” and not the other, would not be an effective sender or receiver of emotional information. Similarly, in carrying out tasks in school, children use both sides of their brain to deal with cognitive tasks and the emotional—and motivating—aspects of their assignments (Willingham, 2006).
Abilities in the arts and in academic subjects are not necessarily connected to specific sides of the brain, and they are not mutually exclusive. Research in particular topics supports this idea. For example, a small number of musicians have absolute pitch, the ability to identify or sing a note in isolation from other notes (rather than as part of a tune). They are reported to be more likely to have this ability if they had musical instruction before school age and if they also have an analytical, cognitive learning style (Chin, 2003). In light of this evidence, people should reject the simple claim that artistic ability is a right-brain characteristic because this aspect of musical skill was partly dependent on training and not innate. In addition, it seems that people should reject the idea that ability in the arts is associated with a nonanalytical cognitive style or with a particular personality.
A new and possibly fruitful approach to thinking about skills “belonging to” brain parts is consideration of the dorsal and ventral connections within the brain rather than the left and right sides. The dorsal or “top” system has been described as analyzing where a perceived object is and the ventral or “bottom” system as deciding what the thing is. Some authors have argued and shown evidence that the dorsal system is strongly influenced by expectations about what might be seen or heard and that the ventral system deals with individual events and characteristics like shape, color, or pitch (Borst, Thompson, & Kosslyn, 2011). Others have noted the connections between dysfunctions of the dorsal system and cognitive functioning, diagnosis of problematic development such as autistic behavior, and even appropriate treatment of problems (Macintyre-Beon, et al., 2010; Santos, Duret, Mancini, Gire, & Deruelle, 2009). So far, however, the dorsalventral difference has not been popularized into teaching suggestions as the “right brain/left brain” concept has been.
Conclusion
Individual children can prefer certain school tasks and have preferred ways of learning, but these are not solely the result of dominance of one side of the brain or of specialized abilities that belong to the left or to the right cortical hemisphere. Being skilled in the arts does not mean a child cannot be good at math or vice versa. It would be good for Tasha not to suggest to Melody that she is not the kind of person who does math; instead, Tasha should encourage Melody to practice her math skills and see them as abilities all adults need, no matter how talented they are in other ways.

















Claim 48: Birth order is an important factor that determines children's intelligence and personality.
Justin was doing moderately well in fifth grade, but he was certainly not the academic leader of his class. He was much more interested in art and music than in math and science, and the subjects that interested him did not contribute to his grade average. Justin's parents were convinced that he could do much better, especially because his second-grade sister was reading far above her grade level. Justin's mother told her friend, “I know he could do much better if he just decided to. I don't know what makes him so stubborn. But I read that firstborn kids have higher intelligence than the later ones, so there's no question in my mind that Justin ought to do better in school than his sister does.”
Is Justin's mother right? Should his position as firstborn make him more intelligent and therefore more academically successful? Or are there other reasons that help determine both tested intelligence and academic achievement?
“She's a typical middle child; she doesn't care a bit about school;” “He's an oldest child, always worried and trying to manage things, studying all the time;” “She's so selfish—what an only child!” Popular beliefs about the effects of birth order involve some clear statements about personality and school achievement, and those beliefs stand to reason—that is, most people think they make some kind of intuitive sense and some research evidence confirms them (Sulloway, 2007). However, other factors, such as temperament and experiences outside the family, may be able to override any effects of birth order. That multiple factors determine a child's development provides a strong hint that the situation cannot be a simple one.
In examining the effects of any factor that influences development, one task researchers must do is consider the possible mechanisms at work—the series of measurable events that links the cause to the outcome. Any effects of birth order, for instance, might be based on biological events. An illustration of this mechanism would be changes in a mother's reproductive system caused by events during each pregnancy, changes that result in a different prenatal environment for a later-born than for an earlier-born child. A different mechanism might involve social and emotional change: Parents may be more skillful in the care of but less excited about the birth of later-born babies, resulting in caregiving differences between firstborn and later-born children. Another factor that might cause birth order effects involves experiences with younger or older siblings—a firstborn child has no older siblings by definition, whereas a later child has at least one older sibling and sometimes several older and several younger. All of these possible mechanisms may be involved in the effect of birth order on any aspect of development. These mechanisms can work separately, together, or in different ways at different periods in an individual's life, so simply naming mechanisms is only the beginning of understanding birth order effects. However, to figure out which questions to ask about birth order, researchers first need to identify various important factors and mechanisms.
Whether birth order affects personality is one of the most intriguing questions for most readers, who even in old age may still be trying to understand how they differ from their brothers and sisters. But studying personality factors can be difficult because personality is not easy to measure. Many different personality characteristics can be considered. A somewhat simpler approach is to try to determine how birth order affects tested intelligence. This is the approach taken by many researchers of birth order effects.
A good deal of the empirical research conducted on birth order and IQ focuses on the very slightly higher intelligence test scores of adults who were firstborn children. But not all research reports the same relationships of IQ and birth order. Some studies found no difference between firstborn and later-born adults, and some studies of children showed that later-born children actually have higher IQ scores than their older brothers and sisters (Kristensen & Bjerkedal, 2007). (This does not mean that the younger children answered more questions correctly than the older ones but that the intelligence quotients calculated on the basis of age were higher for the later-born children.)
It is confusing that the research findings for children seem to be the opposite of those for adults, but this is actually not unusual. This situation is an example of an important concept in the study of development: Differences between groups or measurements commonly seen among children may not hold up as the individuals grow into adulthood, and they may even be reversed in later life. Characteristics of groups of adults may not explain what they were like as children, and, discouragingly, characteristics of children may or may not predict who they will be in the future. Of course, it is possible that some early events will positively correlate with later ones, but researchers know this only by careful evaluation and comparison of people at different times in their lives. It would be very unwise to assume that people do not change.
Why might birth order influence IQ? What mechanisms would make firstborns slightly superior in adulthood or later-borns superior in childhood? A biological explanation might make sense for the adult comparison but cannot simultaneously explain what happens in childhood. No simple biological cause seems capable of creating superior performance in adulthood but lower performance in childhood.
Can a social cause account for the higher intelligence test scores of adults who were firstborn? The usual explanation is that firstborn children are provided with undiluted parental interest, attention, and stimulation and model themselves on competent and affectionate adult behavior. This situation applies particularly to the learning of speech. Firstborns are primarily around adults, who demonstrate large vocabularies and complicated grammar, whereas later-born children are primarily around other children, which can limit the scope of speech that they hear. Firstborn children thus receive a head start on development and are able to stay ahead of others as they grow into adulthood—experiencing many successes, being expected to do well, and possibly also striving to be like competent adults.
This explanation stands to reason. But how can researchers explain the evidence that, during childhood, later-born children score higher on intelligence tests? This phenomenon seems to indicate that older siblings promote the development of later-born children, that older children are hindered by having toddlers in the house, or possibly that both of these situations are true. It may be true that older brothers and sisters help to educate their younger siblings, offering them models that are not too difficult for them to follow (as adults' models might be). It is also a possibility that having younger children to care for removes parents' attention from their older children and temporarily slows the older ones' development. Again, however, empirical research, not simply speculation, is needed to help understand these possibilities.
A recent study in Norway compared IQ scores for men of different birth order positions, including some whose older siblings had died (Kristensen & Bjerkedal, 2007). This study examined both the real birth order, based on the number of children previously born to a mother, and the social order, or number of older children living in a household with a given child. The social order was reported to be the more significant factor, and secondborn sons whose older sibling had died were equal in adult IQ to firstborn sons. This study seems to indicate that experience is the mechanism by which birth order affects adult IQ. But differences as they seem to exist in childhood are still difficult to explain—and it is possible that different mechanisms are at work at different times of life. For example, birth order seems to influence the behavior of parents toward young children (Keller & Zach, 2002), but this effect may not persist for long and of course will no longer be present after the parents die and the children are middle-aged or older.
An important issue in the study of birth order effects involves method. Most birth order studies have used a cross-sectional approach, in which individuals from various families are grouped according to their birth order within their families (e.g., all firstborns together). However, a preferable method may be to study individuals within their own families, comparing firstborns to their own later-born siblings. When this method is used, the birth order effect on intelligence is no longer apparent (Wichman, Rodgers, & McCallum, 2006). Are the differences previously reported for birth order just a matter of differences between families, not differences in birth order? This is possible, but the best way to study this question has not been determined.
Conclusion
Information about the effects of birth order on development indicates that adults born early in the family sequence may have slightly higher tested intelligence than those born later, and the children's different experiences may be responsible for this. However, comparisons during childhood give different results. Justin's mother is mistaken in thinking that he should do better academically than his little sister—and she is forgetting that school achievement depends on interest, motivation, and effort as well as intelligence.
