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INTRODUCTION

Because of improvements in prenatal care, the growing number of women delaying childbearing, greater use of fertility drugs and other factors, multiple births are becoming increasingly common.  Nevertheless, it is clear that twins, triplets and other multiples are still considered extraordinary, and although modern medical technology allows most mothers and fathers to receive ample warning that more than one baby is on the way, many still find themselves unprepared to handle the unusual challenges that come with raising at least two children the same age simultaneously.
Being a multiple is, in itself, neither beneficial nor detrimental.  Depending upon the degree of physical resemblance and the attitudes and expectations of the people around them, twins may or may not enjoy advantages and may or may not suffer hardships.  Their parents will have the greatest impact when it comes to tilting circumstances and events toward either side.

Unfortunately, there are no simple, universal rules for coping with multiples, as the configuration of each family is different and the personalities of family members are unique.  However, experts on child development and experienced parents do propose some general guidelines and specific suggestions.  These, along with fundamental childrearing tenets, can help mothers and father formulate strategies that will make raising multiples more pleasant and less stressful for everyone involved.

The essential ingredient for success seems to be to strike a balance between fostering a sense of individuality in each child and encouraging the mutually supportive relationship the children are naturally inclined to establish with each other.  As the years go by, the particular problems that confront parents and their multiples change in form and content, and the level of difficulty often depends upon genetic makeup (for instance, whether the children are identical twins or different-sex fraternal twins), but the importance of promoting both individuality and a special bond remains constant.
By the way, since the overwhelming majority of multiples are twins, most of the examples and recommendations outlined herein will refer to them.  However, the underlying principles will usually apply to all other multiples as well.

                                                                          Michael K. Meyerhoff, Ed.D.

                                                                          William Gladden Foundation
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IS RAISING TWINS INHERENTLY MORE DIFFICULT THAN RAISING SUCCESSIVE SINGLE CHILDREN?
In the beginning, feeding, diapering, dressing and comforting two babies simultaneously can seem like more than twice the work ordinarily expended on a single child, and since this situation often leads to chronic fatigue, even small hassles can seem to get out of hand in a hurry.  Therefore, parents should not be afraid or ashamed to enlist additional assistance from friends, relatives, neighbors or “hired help” during the initial months.  However, as time goes by, most parents find that overcoming the “special problems” associated with raising twins is simply a matter of attitude and approach; and once the necessary adjustments have been made, things can proceed rather smoothly.
WHY IS EACH CHILD’S INDIVIDUALITY THREATENED RIGHT FROM THE START?

As soon as they are born, the factors of novelty and convenience often work together to diminish the individuality of twin babies.  Parents occasionally (and friends and relatives usually) fall into the habit of thinking of the twins as a matched set rather than as two distinct infants.  While boy/girl fraternal pairs sometimes escape this trap, identical twins and same-sex fraternal twins tend to be given similar names and dressed in similar outfits, quickly becoming “the twins” in everyone’s mind.  People expect them to have the same growth and behavior patterns, and they are typically fed, bathed and put to bed in an “assembly line” manner.

ISN’T IT TRUE THAT TWIN INFANTS WILL BE VERY MUCH ALIKE IN MOST RESPECTS?
Even genetically identical twins begin to show physical and temperamental differences are birth.  Womb position, prenatal incidents, events during delivery and other factors can imbue each child with distinct characteristics.  If the children are to develop optimally, take care to respect whatever dissimilarities they show.  At the outset, all babies (not only multiples) are a lot alike, and the differences may be quite subtle.  This being so, parents must make a special effort to detect and foster individuality right from the start.

WHAT SHOULD PARENTS DO TO ENSURE THAT EACH CHILD’S INDIVIDUALITY IS RESPECTED FROM THE BEGINNING?

Parents are strongly advised to avoid giving twins similar names and not to clothe them in identical outfits.  If possible, separate sleep areas should be assigned and separate sets of bottles, bathing towels and other items should be maintained for each child.  Furthermore, parents should resist the temptation to do the same for both children whenever one requires something.  Instead, parents should respond to each child as he or she has an immediate and specific need.  While such practices cut down the efficiency and bring on added fatigue, they pay significant psychological dividends in the long run.
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WILL SERIOUS THREATS TO INDIVIDUALITY CONTINUE BEYOND INFANCY?
The distinctive characteristics of twins become more apparent to their parents as they grow, but not always to their friends and relatives.  Therefore, it helps others to keep from lumping the twins together if the parents, in addition to the practices mentioned earlier, always refer to each of the children by name (and do so often) and point out their differences more often than their similarities.  Obtaining, displaying and carrying around separate portraits of the children are other ways parents can casually reinforce each child’s individuality.

SHOULD PARENTS MAKE A CONSCIOUS EFFORT TO CREATE “DIFFERENCES” BETWEEN THE TWINS?

This may actually be detrimental.  Most twins display ample differences without intervention being required.  The problem typically is that many of those differences are overlooked or ignored.  As long as parents make an effort to be aware of and enhance whatever differences occur naturally, there probably will be no need to create additional ones; the unique individuality of each twin should be recognized, encouraged and celebrated.  If parents attempt to “superimpose” various characteristics or qualities on each child’s physique or personality, they are not really helping, and they run the risk of instilling feelings of inadequacy.

WHEN DOES THE SPECIAL RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN THE TWINS BEGIN TO FORM?

Indications of the special relationship between multiples become evident during infancy and toddlerhood.  Cuddling together comes first, followed by mutual exploration and reciprocal babbling, and then eventually, interactive play.  Interestingly, while one twin usually appears to be the leader or the more aggressive one at any moment, in roughly 50% of families the children regularly switch these roles back and forth, especially during the early years.  In any event, since they have an almost ever-present playmate, multiples definitely have an advantage in finding entertainment and educational opportunities when their parents do not have the time to provide them.
IS IT TRUE THAT TWINS USE A “SECRET LANGUAGE” TO COMMUNICATE WITH EACH OTHER?

This notion is part of the mythology that surrounds multiples.  Since they spend so much time together, twins do tend to develop gestures, phrases and other “shorthand” devices when communicating with each other, but there is nothing particularly “mysterious” going on.  Any children who interact on a frequent basis are prone to do the same thing to a certain extent.  In other words, twins are not doing anything especially unusual in this regard; they merely are likely to do more of it.
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DOES THE SPECIAL RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE TWINS CAUSE DIFFICULTIES WITH OTHER FAMILY MEMBERS?

Having a built-in buddy is nice for the twins, but it can create problems for other children in the family.  An older sibling’s natural resentment at the inevitable loss of parental attention may be exacerbated by feelings of being “left out” by the twins too.  The natural resentment of toddler twins toward a younger sibling, coupled with their tendency to “gang up” on their little brother or sister, may make them a physical threat to the younger child.  Because they have always had to share their parents with each other, the normal patterns of sibling rivalry usually are not as strong between the twins themselves, but parents need to watch for especially fierce rivalries between the twins and other siblings.
DO TWINS DISPLAY DIFFERENT DEVELOPMENTAL PATTERNS THAN SINGLE CHILDREN?

Although there are differences (sometimes subtle and sometimes substantial, with the extent of deviations being greater for different-sex fraternal twins and smallest for identical twins), multiples tend to achieve most of the major milestones at about the same time.  However, multiples often achieve their milestones a bit later than do their single peers.  This may be due to prematurity, low birth weight or other adverse physical factors associated with multiple births.  The fact that parents have to divide their attention between two or more babies, the constant presence of poor role models (each other) and other environmental factors may play a part as well.

SHOULD PARENTS BE CONCERNED ABOUT MINOR DEVELOPMENTAL DELAYS DISPLAYED BY TWINS?

In most cases, the “lagging behind” exhibited by twins during the early years does not last long, and they usually catch up to their peers by preschool.  Parents must understand that development is not a race, it is a process, and that “earlier” does not necessarily mean “better.”  The twins will come through with their self-esteem intact as long as their parents realize that all children differ in their rates of development and avoid making disparaging remarks between the twins themselves and the twins and other children.
ARE TWINS LESS INTELLIGENT THAN SINGLE CHILDREN ARE?

As noted earlier, twins often experience some initial developmental delays; and because parents must divide attention routinely, optimal progress in early language development is especially at risk.  Therefore, when an IQ test (which is heavily dependent on language skills) is given for the first time, many twins score relatively low.  As a result, insensitive teachers, misguide parents and others may label them “slow learners,” alter their interactions accordingly and thus perpetuate the situation, but research has show that when given a fair chance to develop fully, twins eventually perform pretty much as well as any other children on most assessments, including IQ tests.
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ARE TWINS MORE “ACCIDENT PRONE” THAN ARE OTHER CHILDREN?

Twins are no really more “accident prone, but they are more at risk for accidents, especially during infancy and toddlerhood.  Any very young child will get into trouble if the home has not been thoroughly safety-proofed or if supervised inadequately.  Since it is difficult to keep track of two children at once, it is easy for one or the other twin to escape even the most watchful eyes on occasion.  Additionally, since each twin serves as a readily available “helpmate” for the other, they may be able to climb over barricades, pry open latches and overcome various other obstacles through mutual assistance.

WHAT PROBLEMS MIGHT TWINS TYPICALLY ENCOUNTER DURING THE PRESCHOOL YEARS?

As multiples begin to engage in an increasing number of out-of-home activities, some problems may occur, and new considerations enter the picture.  They may once again find themselves regularly referred to as “the twins” and treated as a single unit rather than as individuals – this time by teachers and classmates.  They also may get special treatment, especially from their peers, such as being “shown off” to visitors or given leading roles in mischievous pranks and practical jokes (especially if they look very much alike).  All of this can lead to the twins developing a sense of power and privilege based not upon their accomplishments, but merely on their status as twins.

HOW CAN PARENTS REDUCE THE AMOUNT OF “SPECIAL TREATMENT” TWINS RECEIVE FROM TEACHERS AND CLASSMATES?

Parents may need to educate their children’s educators and, if possible, arrange to have the twins placed in different classrooms, or different areas within the same classroom.  Since they are used to having the same constant companion, multiples may find extended separation uncomfortable, even frightening at first.  Therefore, a good idea is to introduce them to the concept gradually, starting in infancy and toddlerhood.  If the parents routinely spends separate time with each twin and take each twin on separate outings, being apart in preschool will not be as scary.  This practice also prepares them for potentially traumatic separations, such as the hospitalization of one child.

IS THERE ANYTHING PARENTS SHOULD DO AT HOME TO REINFORCE THE INDIVIDUALITY OF EACH TWIN?
Both in and out of the home, multiples must learn to pursue activities according to their individual interests and abilities, as well as to accept responsibility for their own actions.  Whenever appropriate, each child should be encouraged to make independent decisions, and when it comes to household chores and routines, each child should have different assignments.  Furthermore, although twins tend to stick together when they are in trouble, and it may be difficult to determine “who did it,” parents need to determine which child is at fault in each case, and then customize the disciplinary procedure accordingly.
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DOES PROMOTING INDIVIDUALITY GET EASIER AS THE TWINS GET OLDER?
With each passing year, multiples gradually grow farther apart in most areas, particularly if they attend separate classrooms, and especially if they are different-sex fraternal twins.  They may develop not only distinctly different interests and abilities, but widely divergent personalities, priorities and friends as well.  While this helps to encourage and establish the individuality of each child, it also threatens the mutual support system the twins have enjoyed since birth.  As the constant companion of early childhood becomes an ever-increasing competitor, the potential for problems between the twins increases.

WHAT SORT OF CIRCUMSTANCES MIGHT CAUSE CONFLICT BETWEEN OLDER TWINS?

To the extent that the twins have learned to behave as individuals, minimizes most problems.  However, there inevitably will be instances in which jealousy, resentment and disappointment may be impossible to avoid (for example, if only one twin makes the honor roll or gets a date for the prom).  Even if the twins remain essentially understanding and supportive of each other under such circumstances, the pressure of “equal expectations” placed upon them by others can become unbearable.
HOW CAN PARENTS HELP TWINS COPE WITH CONFLICTS CREATED OR EXACERBATED BY OUTSIDE FACTORS?

Parents must be compassionate and try to compensate for any inequities imposed by such circumstances.  For instance, they might set up an alternative activity for the “excluded” twin, or reward unique qualities and separate accomplishments of the “unrecognized” twin.  However, while reinforcing one, they must avoid denigrating the other.  Promoting the concept of “different” does not have to mean “better” or “worse” and “equal” does not have to mean “the same” is difficult and tricky business, but it is critical to the maintenance of each multiple’s self-esteem and to the preservation of their close and caring relationship.

WHAT IS THE MOST IMPORTANT THING FOR PARENTS TO REMEMBER ABOUT RAISING TWINS?

Perhaps the most important thing for parents of multiples to remember is that having twins or being a twin is neither a curse nor a blessing.  The parents and the multiples are likely to encounter some special circumstances and have some unusual experiences, and they are likely to be exposed to strange myths and extraordinary expectations.  Nonetheless, whether the overall impact of these factors turns out to be positive or negative is ultimately within the family’s control.  In most cases, as long as the parents can develop and maintain a healthy attitude and then instill that attitude in their children, even those things that others persist in perceiving as adversities can eventually be turned into advantages.
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SPECIAL FAMILY DYNAMICS
CREATED BY TWINS

Although multiple births are becoming increasingly common, twins are still considered rather extraordinary, and although modern medical technology provides most mothers and fathers ample warning that more than one baby is on the way, many still find themselves unprepared to handle the unusual challenges that come with raising two children of the same age simultaneously.  The following are special family dynamics of which parents should be aware when confronted with these circumstances.
PARENTS

TWIN                                                    TWIN

OTHER CHILDREN

THE PARENTS/TWINS RELATIONSHIP – Especially in the beginning, the factors of novelty and convenience will conspire to rob each twin of his or her individuality.  Therefore, parents should refrain from treating the twins as a single unit and strive to establish a unique relationship with each child.  Subsequently, they must serve as prominent models for other family members, friends, neighbors, teachers, etc. who may tend to fall into the pattern of regularly lumping the twins together.

THE TWIN/TWIN RELATIONSHIP – Since they will serve as constant playmates, helpmates, companions and confidants for each other right from the start, the twins will almost inevitably develop a strong and mutually supportive relationship.  While this undoubtedly will produce a number of benefits, it also can lead to occasional trouble if allowed to develop a sense of power and privilege based solely on their status as twins rather than their genuine talents and accomplishments.

-9-
THE OTHER CHILDREN/TWINS RELATIONSHIP – Because twins will require at least twice the ordinary amount of parental attention, an older brother or sister may experience twice the usual amount of natural jealousy and resentment toward her or his younger siblings.  Similarly, because twins will have a tendency to “gang up” with each other, a younger brother or sister may be at extra risk for the natural jealousy and resentment of his or her older siblings.  While these difficulties may be overwhelming initially, it is possible – and important – for all the children to learn how to relate to each other on an individual basis, and to avoid feelings of inclusion or exclusion based upon the “twin factor” alone.
THE PARENT/OTHER CHILDREN RELATIONSHIP – Given the additional time and energy parents must expend on twins, the other children are likely to feel “left out” or “shortchanged” on occasion.  Parents must therefore continually reinforce their bond with the other children, and convince them that any “special treatment” received by the twins is merely a matter of circumstances and has nothing to do with “preferential treatment” or their equal love for all the children.
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TYPES OF TWINS

The extent to which the individuality of each twin will be threatened, and to which they will form a mutually supportive bond between themselves, is largely dependent upon the attitude and approach taken by the parents.  However, the degree of physical resemblance between the twins certainly will determine how difficult it will be to handle various situations properly.  The following is an explanation of the different types of pairings – and problems – that are possible.
IDENTICAL TWINS – Identical twins result when a single fertilized eggs splits in two shortly after conception.  Since the children consequently have the exact same genetic code, they will be the same sex and have the same blood type, hair color, facial features, etc.  Although there may be some physical differences caused by relative womb positions or incidents during pregnancy and delivery, it generally will be difficult to tell the twins apart by appearance.  However, even identical twins subsequently develop distinctly separate capacities and personalities, so parents must be well prepared to ensure that they treat them according to their individual interests and abilities instead of the superficial characteristics they share.

SAME-SEX FRATERNAL TWINS – Fraternal twins occur when two separate eggs fertilize simultaneously.  As a result, the children do not have identical genetic codes and, in essence, are really no more similar to each other than are any other two children from the same family – except that they are the same age.  However, if both children are the same sex and if, like any pair of siblings, they do share many physical characteristics, they will likely suffer virtually the same threats to their individuality as do identical twins.  In some cases, this can be an even more serious problem for same-sex fraternal twins.  Since the differences between each child’s genuine interests and abilities are likely to be considerably greater than might be assumed from their superficial similarities, subjecting them to the same treatment and expectations may be especially unfair as well as inappropriate.
DIFFERENT-SEX FRATERNAL TWINS – Because fraternal twins are the result of separate fertilizations and do not have the same genetic codes, one may be a girl and the other a boy.  In this case, serious threats to their individuality will be minimal.  Nonetheless, like identical twins and same-sex fraternal twins, they are still likely to develop a strong, mutually supportive relationship between themselves during the early years.  As they get older, however, they will be subjected to increasingly divergent societal and cultural influences and expectations, so maintaining that special bond may be more difficult.
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SUGGESTIONS FOR PROMOTING INDIVIDUALITY
RIGHT FROM THE START

Perhaps the most important task for parents of twins is to establish and maintain each child’s individuality.  Unfortunately, because treating the twins as a single unit is usually easier, mothers and fathers must make a strong and conscious effort to avoid this right from the start.  The following are some basic suggestions for promoting individuality from the beginning.
· Never refer to the children as “the twins,” and ask others to avoid doing so as well.  Always address them by their given names.

· Consider giving the twins distinctly different names instead of sound-alike names (such as Dustin and Justin), especially in the case of identical twins or look-alike fraternal twins.

· Call the children by their names frequently in order to reinforce their individuality in their own minds.

· Avoid dressing the twins alike.  If they receive identical outfits as gifts, have each of them wear the outfit at different times.

· Take pictures of the twins separately as well as together.  Recognize and refer to the dissimilarities between the twins more often than their similarities, and teach others to be aware of these too.

· Give each child space for his or her personal belongings and, if possible, allow them to have separate rooms.

· At a very early age, occasionally separate the children at naptimes, preferably in different rooms.

· Give each child some special time alone with each parent every day to encourage ample and accurate attention to his or her special needs.

· As they grow older and can accept more responsibility, allow them to make decisions on their own, such as choice of clothing, hairstyle, toys, etc.

· Assign each child separate chores and roles at family functions.

· Avoid disciplining the twins in tandem.  Take time to figure out who is at fault for what, and then apply whatever procedures are appropriate individually.
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CONSIDERATIONS REGARDING THE SEPARATION OF
TWINS IN SCHOOL

Although parents should evaluate each case individually, experts generally recommend separating twins when they start their formal school experience.  While this practice obviously helps to promote each child’s individuality, it might even help to alleviate some potential problems.  The following are important points to consider when contemplating and implementing school separation.

REASONS FOR SEPARATING TWINS IN SCHOOL

· Each child will have a different working environment as well as different experiences, acquaintances and teachers.

· The teachers will more easily recognize the individual identity of each child.

· The teachers can more accurately evaluate each child’s achievements and potential.

· The children will not be in constant competition with each other.

· The children will not be as likely to play “twin games” to confuse their teachers or classmates.

· The children will not be able to inform on each other’s conduct or mistakes.

· The children will probably have separate homework assignments, and this will encourage them to have individual study habits and patterns.

· The children will be more likely to pursue areas of special interest that are appealing to each of them rather than only to both of them.
· The children will be more likely to progress in their studies at their own rate, and they will have to depend on their own abilities rather than each other.

· The children may develop better speech habits by imitating other children with superior language skills.

· Fighting and jealousy will be reduced, at least during school hours.

PREPARING THE TWINS FOR SEPARATION

· Several years before the twins start school, try short periods of separation, with each child accompanied by a different parent.
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· Explain the upcoming separation in a positive manner – the attitude of parents will influence that of the children.
· Explain to their teachers that the separation may be difficult for the twins at first so they are prepared to be helpful and compassionate.

· Explain to the twins that separation at school does not mean they will not be able to enjoy their special relationship at other times.

· Explain to the twins that the separation is to help prepare them for adulthood when they will be apart even more because of jobs, marriage and other life events.

· Be compassionate if the twins object to or have initial problems with the separation, but give them time to get accustomed to the situation before abandoning the strategy.

IF THE SEPARATION IS IMPOSSIBLE OR IMPRACTICAL

· Make sure the teachers are aware of each child as a separate individual.

· Make sure the teachers are careful not to compare or confuse the abilities of each child.

· Make sure the teachers are able to tell the twins apart in the case of identical twins or like-alike fraternal twins.

· Make sure the teachers are prepared to give the children separate work areas and assignments, as appropriate.

· Make sure to be vigilant about promoting each child’s individuality at home.

· Get to know the parents of the children’s friends and gently educate them about the importance of treating the twins as individuals.

· Encourage (but do not require) each twin to make friends with other classmates they do not share in common.
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SOURCES OF HELP AND INFORMATION
Having twins or being a twin, in and of itself, is neither a blessing nor a curse.  Whether or not the experience ultimately will be mostly beneficial or detrimental is largely dependent upon how well prepared parents are to handle various situations properly.  The following is a list of local professionals and national agencies to contact for information or assistance.
LOCAL PROFESSIONALS

PEDIATRICIAN – Medical professionals can help parents recognize and cope with problems resulting from prematurity, low birth weight and other adverse physical factors often associated with multiple births.

Telephone #

CHILD PSYCHOLOGIST – Mental health specialists can assist mothers and fathers in understanding and dealing with the special needs of twins with regard to opportunities for both developing individuality and forming a mutually supportive relationship.

Telephone #

EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATOR – Teachers at a local daycare center or preschool can help parents plan environments and activities that will encourage strong individual development without disturbing the special bond between the twins.

Telephone #

NATIONAL AGENCIES

National Organization of Mothers of Twins Clubs

www.nomotc.org
Center for the Study of Multiple Births
www.multiplebirth.com
Full House Moms

www.fullhousemoms.com
The Twins Foundation

www.twinsfoundation.com
The International Twins Association

www.intltwins.org
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