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INTRODUCTION

Most parents share the same basic goals for their offspring.  First, “I want my baby to be happy and healthy;” and second, “I want my baby to make the best of her potential.”  The composition of health and happiness is not an issue for extensive argument.  On the other hand, what constitutes making the most of a little person’s potential is an endless source of discussion and disagreement.
A major problem is that many parents have a tendency to be too particular as they pursue this topic.  By focusing so closely on the content of their child’s achievements, they miss what early education is all about.  Whether it is basic capacities like reciting the alphabet, counting to 100 and categorizing shapes and colors, or amazing precocities like playing the piano, reading and writing poetry and operating a personal computer, paying too much attention to specific skills often means ignoring (or at least interfering with) what is really essential.

There is plenty of evidence to suggest that if you use a variety of elaborate and expensive procedures, you can teach an infant or toddler to do just about anything.  There are graduates of special programs who can recite Shakespeare well before their third birthdays, or play tiny violins quite proficiently while still in diapers.

However, there is no evidence to suggest that programs designed to produce such precocities provide any lasting educational advantage.  In fact, while serious, systematic scientific instruction of this sort may produce immediately remarkable results, the evidence is overwhelming that it can be rather counterproductive in the long run.

During the first years of life, children are learning all the time, and they are learning to do a lot of different things that may or may not include any or all of the aforementioned activities, but above all else, they are learning how to learn – and much of that they are learning on their own.
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As infants and toddlers indulge their innate inclinations to explore, investigate and experiment, they are developing a variety of general learning skills that will enable them to adapt to the ever-changing environment for the rest of their lives.  It is clear that children who are encouraged to develop these fundamental abilities fully and freely will be far better off than those whose initial educational experiences have been directed into relatively restricted channels – no matter how well-intentioned their instructors and no matter how impressive their early academic or artistic accomplishments.

                                                                                   Michael K. Meyerhoff, Ed.D.

                                                                                   William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT IS THE SUPER BABY SYNDROME?
There is no hard-and-fast definition of the “super baby syndrome.”  However, it generally refers to a parental attitude that results in an infant or toddler being pushed to do more than is ordinarily expected of such a young child, with the intention that she will achieve more skills earlier than other children will.  While intellectual abilities usually are the primary focus of the super baby syndrome, art, music, gymnastics and a variety of activities in other areas may be involved as well.  Highly specific, systematic and time-consuming instructional methods also constitute a characteristic feature.
DOES THE SUPER BABY SYNDROME ALWAYS INVOLVE SPECIAL PROGRAMS?

It usually does, but not always.  There are numerous places where infants and toddler can learn extensive, “scientific” training in everything from ice-skating to operating a personal computer.  In some locales, there are even special schools, institutes or academies where babies can be placed all day long for comprehensive instruction covering many different subjects.  However, many parents simply pursue a “do-it-yourself” system with the aid of books, magazine articles, videotapes or mail-order manuals.  These materials may be produced either by people affiliated with more formal programs, or by free-lance, self-proclaimed “experts” on the topic.

WHY DO PARENTS GET CAUGHT UP IN THE SUPER BABY SYNDROME?

Most mothers and father caught up in the super baby syndrome have very admirable motives.  For one thing, they are concerned that their baby may be “wasting” precious time and “missing out” on many learning opportunities during the early years.  More importantly, they believe that if she learns certain skills earlier than other children do, this will give her a competitive advantage when everyone enters the traditional education system later on.  Some parents see the babies of their friends and neighbors enrolled in these special programs, and they simply are afraid that their baby will be “left behind” if they do not follow along.

DO SUPER BABY PROGRAMS REALLY WORK?
This, of course, depends on each individual program, as well as each individual child to a certain extent.  In general, however, graduates of these special programs do exhibit impressive behaviors not ordinarily expected from a baby.  On the other hand, it is clear that whatever “success” is achieved is largely superficial and relatively fleeting.  The children apparently have been well “trained” to perform various specific activities, but they really have not been “educated” in any meaningful way.  As a result, by the time everyone is in elementary school, these super baby graduates typically are not operating at a level or in a manner that is in any way “superior” to children who were introduced to these activities at ages that are more traditional.
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WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN TRAINING AND EDUCATION?
“Training” involves the shaping of overt behavior, whereas “education” focuses on fundamental comprehension and cognition.  By employing elaborate, time-consuming techniques, a baby can be trained to do almost anything, but that does not mean he will understand and appreciate what he is doing.  Roy Rogers taught Trigger to “count” for the television audience, but he never let his horse balance the checkbook!  Furthermore, in most cases when an infant or toddler is reciting poetry, identifying world capitals on a map, typing on a computer or engaging in any other such amazing activity, it is highly likely that there is a similar lack of anything truly meaningful underlying his behavior.
DOESN’T COMPREHENSION COME WITH PERFORMANCE?

NO.  Overt behavior can be shaped into various forms at earlier stages than one ordinarily would expect, but comprehension cannot be rushed, as it involves processes that are infinitely more complicated and far-reaching.  For example, a one-year-old baby can be taught how to swim, but she cannot really be taught why and where to swim.  If she falls into a pool when no one is around, she will not know that if she swims in circles, she will eventually tire and drown.  She will not know that if she swims toward the deep end, instead of the shallow end where the steps are, she will not be able to climb out when she gets there.  Consequently, teaching a baby to swim may be possible, but it cannot be considered important in the same way teaching an older child would be.

WHY SHOULD PARENTS AVOID THE SUPER BABY SYNDROME?

At best, since this sort of special instruction does not provide any significant, long-term benefits, it is largely a waste of time, effort and money.  At worst, depending on how intensive and extensive the super baby syndrome becomes, it can cause a number of serious problems for the child subjected to it.  In other words, parents who push their infant or toddler to be precocious probably will not do anything that is particularly good, but there is a strong chance they could end up doing harm.

HOW DOES THE SUPER BABY SYNDROME UNDERMINE EARLY EDUCATION?

It is important for parents to realize that educational development proceeds horizontally as well as vertically, and so “earlier” does not necessarily mean “better.”  Since each new level of learning capacity builds upon the lower ones, it is critical to allow each level to become wide and firm before a child moves on to the next.  Graduates of super baby programs may have moved up quickly to higher levels, but whatever capacities they can demonstrate at those levels are resting on very slim and shaky foundations.  As a result, they may be impressive “performers” for a while, but they will not be strong “learners” in the long run.
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IN WHAT WAYS IS A CHILD’S POTENTIAL ACTUALLY LIMITED BY THE SUPER BABY SYNDROME?
During infancy and toddlerhood, a child may learn many things, but his most important lessons are in the area of “learning how to learn.”  Through independent exploration, investigation and experimentation, he develops, improves and perfects custom-made strategies for collecting, processing and employing all sorts of information.  The more varied his early experiences, the more flexible, far-reaching and effective these strategies will become.  By channeling a child into highly structured activities, it is possible to increase his specific “accomplishments,” but probably by sacrificing the quality of his general capacities.  Thus, a super baby graduate may have done some remarkable things during the early years, but truly well educated children will be equipped to do many more impressive things in the coming years.

CAN THE SUPER BABY SYNDROME LEAD TO EMOTIONAL PROBLEMS?

An infant or toddler who is pushed to perform experiences an enormous amount of pressure at a very tender age.  More importantly, who he is often becomes defined primarily by what he does.  He may feel the need to meet the highly specific expectations of his parents to receive their approval and love.  Consequently, even when they are “successful,” graduates of super baby programs tend to experience high levels of stress, low self-esteem and serious difficulties in parent-child relations.

WHAT IS THE MORE APPROPRIATE APPROACH TO EARLY EDUCATION?

Infants and toddler need to “learn how to learn,” and they do this best by pursuing independent exploration, investigation and experimentation.  During the early years, the easiest and most effective way to educate a child is to set up an interesting, challenging environment and turn her loose in it.  Fortunately, as long as it is made safe and accessible for a baby, any typical household and its ordinary contents will provide an abundance of excellent training opportunities.  This may not seem like an especially impressive strategy, but research by the Harvard Preschool Project and others has repeatedly demonstrated its success.

WILL A BABY REALLY LEARN A LOT IF NOT PUSHED AT LEAST A LITTLE?

Infants and toddlers are blessed with an abundance of natural curiosity, and everything is new to them.  They do not need prodding into exploring any and every area to which they have access, investigating any and every item they encounter and experimenting with any and every possibility presented to them.  Unfortunately, adults have been around for a long time and have become jaded, so many parents simply fail to realize just how exciting – and enriching – a typical home and its ordinary contents can be when one is being exposed to and immersed in them for the first time.
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SHOULDN’T PARENTS ATTEMPT TO SUPPLY SOME SPECIFIC INPUT?
There is no harm in introducing specific subjects to an infant or toddler now and then, but it is critical that the content of the lessons not take priority over the way in which she is learning.  She has an entire lifetime to pick up the alphabet and numbers and she probably will do so without much trouble.  However, she has a limited opportunity to develop a learning style that will enable her to acquire not only this knowledge but also much, much more.  If parents try to teach their child everything they know, they may end up with a child who can do as much as they can.  Conversely, if they help her to develop unlimited brainpower instead, they are giving her the chance to surpass their achievements and pursue skills and concepts they may never have contemplated.
DOES THIS MEAN THAT PARENTS HAVE NO IMPORTANT ROLE TO PLAY IN EARLY EDUCATION?

NO.  First, parents need to make the world safe and accessible for their baby.  Then, as she explores, investigates and experiments on her own, she occasionally will approach her parents for their assistance.  At these times, they can satisfy whatever need their child has expressed, and they can elaborate and expand on whatever it is that interests her.  In other words, while it is not necessary for parents to act as ever-present “instructors,” they should be prepared to serve as readily available “consultants.”

WHAT IS THE KEY TO BEING AN EFFECTIVE CONSULTANT?

It helps to be aware of what the child is doing, but in a relaxed manner that allows for “tuning in” to her current interests and abilities.  For example, a one-year-old typically shows an interest in books.  However, she does not yet have the language and memory capacities to understand and appreciate story sessions.  Instead, she is merely fascinated by simple mechanisms such as hinges – and bookbinding is a wonderful hinge.  Parents who are over-eager to start “academic” training are likely to misinterpret their baby’s behavior and push her into “reading” activities for which she is not ready.  More laid back parents will notice their baby’s genuine motivation and just let her turn the pages.  They also may introduce her to the lid of a lunchbox and other interesting hinges.

WON’T SUPER BABIES WHO POSSESS CERTAIN SPECIAL SKILLS HAVE A BIT OF A HEAD START WHEN FORMAL SCHOOLING BEGINS?
At first glance, this might appear to be true, but take the example of a two-year-old painstakingly taught how to operate her family’s personal computer.  When she enters first grade, she will have a set of specific skills that will enable her to operate a computer of that kind, and this would seem to constitute a significant advantage.  However, by the time she is six-years-old, that type of computer probably will be obsolete, and she will be stymied by the new machines.  Meanwhile, another child who had the opportunity to develop a relaxed learning style will eagerly adapt to whatever new challenges she confronts at any time.
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WHY DO SOME SUPER BABIES ROUTINELY SCORE MUCH HIGHER THAN AVERAGE ON SOME TESTS OF ACADEMIC ABILITY?
This usually is simply a case of “teaching to the test.”  For instance, the parents of a one-year-old find out that the most “prestigious” preschool in town uses an admissions test that measures a child’s categorization skills by asking her to identify various animals, so they spend endless hours in flashcard sessions, teaching their baby to identify all kinds of animals from aardvarks to zebras.  Meanwhile, the couple next door allows their baby to just roam around the apartment and gaze out the window.  Eventually, the child becomes adept at identifying all sorts of household items from ashtrays to zippers, and all kinds of cars from Accords to Zephyrs.  The first child may score higher on that particular test, but it is clear that the second child has acquired far superior categorization skills.
HOW CAN PARENTS RESIST THE TEMPTATION TO PURSUE SUPER BABY STRATEGIES?

Sometimes, it is very difficult for them to do so, especially when other infants and toddlers are doing all sorts of impressive things that their baby is not yet able to master.  Therefore, it is critical to remember that “earlier” does not necessarily mean “better,” and that patience ultimately will have a much bigger payoff than pushing.  As Socrates, once said, “Education is the kindling of a flame, not the filling of a vessel.”  By pouring specific skills and concepts into their child’s head at an early age, parents merely will be filling her up with relatively unimportant experiences, and they may very well extinguish her greater capacity and independent desire to learn now and throughout her lifetime.

IS IT POSSIBLE FOR A CHILD TO BE “TURNED OFF” TO LEARNING BY THE SUPER BABY SYNDROME?

The highly structured style of the super baby programs is contrary to the natural learning styles of infants and toddlers.  As a result, it is probable that a child typically will be pushed to do what his parents want him to do and prevented from doing what he wants to do.  Consequently, instead of being an exciting, enjoyable experience, learning becomes an unpleasant chore.  While super baby graduates may have learned a lot, unlike truly well educated children, they are not necessarily ready, willing and eager to learn more.
DOES SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT SUFFER WHEN A CHILD IS SUBJECTED TO THE SUPER BABY SYNDROME?

During infancy and toddlerhood, a child needs to learn about how the world works, but he also needs to learn about the people who populate the world and how to get along with them.  By focusing too strongly on intellectual topics, parents are likely to neglect social subjects.  As a result, graduates of super baby programs typically turn out to be either loners or unmanageable brats.  These are the children who may know the metric system, but who sit by themselves in the cafeteria and seldom receive invitations to parties.

-9-

THE EDUCATIONAL PROCESS:
THE SUPER BABY SYNDROME VERSUS

LEARNING TO LEARN

In attempting to provide their baby with the best educational start in life, parents can choose between two basic methods.  The super baby syndrome may produce some immediately impressive results, but it is essentially a dead-end system.  The learning to learn approach, on the other hand, is not only much easier to pursue, but far more effective in the long term.  The following is an outline of the steps involved in each process.

THE SUPER BABY SYNDROME

1.  Parental Plans

                    2.  Structured, Systematic Instruction

                                        3.  Specific Performance Skills

                                                            4.  Parental Approval

LEARNING TO LEARN

1.  Curiosity
4.  Enjoyment,                                                               2.  Independent
    Excitement                                                                    Exploration,

                                                                                            Investigation,

                                                                                                Experimentation

3.  General Learning

Capacities
STEP ONE – Strong motivation to learn is at the root of successful educational experience, so an infant or toddler is much more likely to benefit from self-initiated activities as opposed to those superimposed by others.  The super baby syndrome starts with a plan of action generated by the parents.  Learning to learn allows a child to follow her innate curiosity.
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STEP TWO – A baby is capable of learning many things.  However, unlike an older child, an infant or toddler does not respond well to rigid agendas that proceed along fixed timetables.  Instead, she prefers to learn about everything, little by little, all the time.  The super baby syndrome involves structured, systematic instructional methods that often go contrary to (or at least interfere with) a young person’s inherent inclinations.  Learning to learn allows her to pursue the continuous, free-form exploration, investigation and experimentation that are more suitable to her natural style.
STEP THREE – The structured, systematic instruction involved in the super baby syndrome leads to specific performance skills.  These can be rather remarkable at first glance, but they are ultimately quite limited.  The exploration, investigation and experimentation that comprise the process of learning to learn lead to the development of general capacities.  These may appear very simple initially, but they eventually enable a child to absorb from and adapt to an infinite number and variety of situations.

STEP FOUR – The performances that come from a successful super baby program result in adult approval.  While this may bring a child temporary pleasure, she is then dependent upon a new set of expectations from her mother and father to continue.  Learning to learn generates enjoyment and excitement within the child herself, and these feelings produce a powerful inducement to proceed with the educational process on her own.
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SENSIBLE EDUCATIONAL POLICIES
FOR PARENTS
The super baby syndrome can be quite counterproductive for parents who want to give their child a superb educational start.  Simply helping their child to “learn how to learn” during the early years will be considerably easier and far more effective.  The following are some fundamental policies that will enable parents to educate – and enjoy – their infant and toddler.

· RELAX AND BE PATIENT – Education is not a race.  Earlier does not necessarily mean better, and later often means stronger.  Learning is a horizontal as well as vertical process.  Building wide and firm foundations is more important that moving up quickly to higher levels.

· SET UP AN INTERESTING AND CHALLENGING ENVIRONMENT – Babies learn best through independent exploration, investigation and experimentation involving a rich variety of areas, objects and situations.  As long as it has been made safe and accessible for little ones, a typical home and its ordinary contents will provide and abundance of excellent educational opportunities for an infant or toddler.

· SERVE AS A CONSULTANT RATHER THAN AN INSTRUCTOR – Parents can enhance early education more effectively by following their child’s lead rather than imposing their own agenda, and they can increase their child’s learn capacities by facilitating and encouraging her instead of structuring and supervising her.

· TUNE IN TO THE CHILD’S INTERESTS AND ACTIVITIES OF THE MOMENT – Education is most effective – and enjoyable – when a child is learning what she wants to learn when she wants to learn it.  Learning will be plentiful – and fun – if parents simply elaborate and expand upon what their child is enthusiastic about, and are careful not to push her beyond the point where that enthusiasm starts to wane.

· CONCENTRATE ON PROCESS RATHER THAN PRODUCTS – During the early years, developing, improving and perfecting a general learning style is more critical than is mastering specific subjects.  Clever, flexible, creative thinking should be valued more highly than producing the “correct” answer all the time.

· DO NOT NEGLECT SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT – Infants and toddlers need to learn about how the world works, but they also need to learn to value themselves and to get along with other people.  An “academic genius” who has never had a chance to develop into a “whole person” is neither happy nor appreciated.

· PROVIDE LOVE UNCONDITIONALLY – Receiving parental approval and affection should never hinge solely upon specific accomplishments.  A child must know that she is loved for who she is, not merely what she does.
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WARNING SIGNS OF STRESS
Children subjected to the super baby syndrome are likely to experience enormous pressure at a tender age.  Although they may not be inclined to (or capable of) complaining, they often suffer from a variety of physical and psychological problems brought on by constant stress.  The following are warning signs of which parents should be aware.
· Chronic boredom

· Difficulty sleeping

· Eating disorders

· Discipline problems

· Excessive restlessness

· Frustration with peers

· Head-banging

· Loss of joy in life

· Nightmares

· Obsessive or exaggerated concentration on a particular task

· Regression to infantile behavior, such as thumb-sucking

· Rocking

· Short attention span

· Stuttering

· Twitches and tics

· Undue influence from peer pressure
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POP QUIZ FOR PARENTS:

ARE YOU PUSHING TOO HARD?

Parents sometimes are caught up in the super baby syndrome without realizing it.  Since they have good intentions and are motivated by what they perceive to be the best interests of their child, they may be oblivious to the fact that they are harboring unhealthy attitudes and aspirations that ultimately will produce more damages than advantages.  The following is a series of questions that mothers and fathers should ask themselves, and they should be prepared to make some adjustments if they answer “yes” to more than one or two.

· Are you easily alarmed if your child’s achievements do not always surpass those of his peers?

· Do you constantly sacrifice time and energy for your own interests in order to accompany your child to special activities?

· Are you so concerned about “quality time” that you find it difficult to relax around your child?

· Would you be greatly upset and consider yourself a failure if your child was not accepted by a prestigious school or program?
· Do you routinely choose activities and materials for your child rather than letting him select them?

· Do you constantly insist your child stick with a task long after he has lost interest in it?

· Do you become impatient if your child shows an inclination to simply practices abilities already acquired rather than strive to attempt new ones right away?

· Do you often have to struggle to get your child to sit still for a “learning session” because he wants to do something else instead?

· Does your child only seem to be seeking your approval instead of displaying genuine personal pleasure and pride in his accomplishments?

· Do you only note whether your child came up with the “correct answer” and disregard the process he used?

· Do you consider how your child gets along with others to be relatively unimportant as opposed to his academic standing?
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· Do you immediately implement advice obtained from “experts” without discussing it with family and friends?

· Do you feel that “experts” are more qualified than you are to make decisions about your child’s life?

· Do you religiously follow one “expert’s” philosophy instead of putting together your own plan or employ advice from several sources.

· Do you find yourself withholding affection until your child has accomplished a certain task or exhibited a certain skill?

· Does your child seem to be learning more, but enjoying it less?

· Do you have a specific long-term strategy for your child’s “success?”

· Are you reluctant to leave anything about your child’s “success” to chance?

· Do you find your child often fails to meet your expectations?
· Do you find that you are rarely pleasantly surprised by your child’s accomplishments?

· Does your child seem afraid or anxious about new experiences rather than excited?

· Does your child seem frustrated and upset if he cannot master a new task in a short period?

· Do you get very upset if it seems your child has spent the entire day “doing nothing?”
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SOURCES OF HELP AND INFORMATION 
Helping a child achieve a truly solid educational start in life is an extremely important parental responsibility.  If subjected to the super baby syndrome, a child may not only develop ultimately inadequate learning skills, but a variety of physical and psychological problems as well.  The following is a list of local professionals and national agencies to contact for information or assistance.
LOCAL PROFESSIONALS

EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATOR – Teachers at a reputable daycare center or preschool can help parents set suitable educational goals for the early years.  They also can assist parents in developing appropriate educational strategies for their infant or toddler.

Telephone #

PEDIATRICIAN – Medical professionals can help parents determine whether various physical problems (such as tics, rashes or insomnia) are psychological or stress-induced.  They also can suggest ways in which mothers and fathers can avoid placing inappropriate pressure on their very young child.
Telephone #

CHILD PSYCHOLOGIST – Mental health professionals can help parents understand potential sources of undue stress for infants and toddlers.  They also can assist in monitoring a child’s behavior and suggest corrective action, should any problems arise.
Telephone #

NATIONAL AGENCIES

National Association for the Education of Young Children
www.babycenter.com
Frank Porter Graham Child Development Institute

www.fpg.unc.edu
Getting Ready

www.gettingready.org
Zero to Three
www.zerotothree.org
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