A New Awareness of Childhood

An edited extract from Lourdes Callen’s research project, published in New View magazine Issue 27 April-June 2003
We have all had a childhood. This part of our lives might seem far in the distant past. We moved on through many layers of consciousness and development to become adults, perhaps leaving behind the world of imagination, play and spontaneity. We may also find ourselves distant from children, not really knowing them, how to talk with them or even how to hold them. It used to be the norm that children were around us; examples of how to treat them were taken in, and the learning passed on to the new generations. 
Today it is very different. Someone in a group said “I did not have an example so how can I even begin to be a mother? Our world seems preoccupied with technology. Nature and the world of the spirit – that part of life beyond our physical sense impressions seems distant. We are, in many cases distant, removed, from childhood.

How can we create a new awareness of Childhood from that distant place in which we might be? What is it like to be a child in today’s world? How can we act in ways that can enhance their everyday life? A way forward can be found through clear observation and listening to what children are telling us. 

The young child in today’s world

On the 11th of September 2001, a five year old child who was ignorant of the events in the United States, said to his mother on that day: ”Why do people hurt each other, Mummy? And he continued with similar questions. Children are very open and the world today all too readily invades their space. The tendency is to treat children as adults expecting them to cope easily with so much of our modern world: information about local and world events; a variety of media; strong impressions all around; journeys and big commercial centres. 

The qualities of childhood – taking their time, being playful, active in space, vital and spontaneous – are less and less welcomed in the adult world of aims, efficiency, filling up time and achieving results.

Children respond to all these with over activity, aggression, attention seeking or health problems. An elderly person suggested ‘The adults enter the world of the child with far too many complexities’ Children need to be given the space to grow up slowly, and the chance to be accepted and wanted.

A mother, who was pushing her eight-month-old son along the pavement in his pushchair, encountered a surprised-looking woman, who asked: How is it that your child is not at the nursery?  She answered: He is with me! The pressure is quite tangible for parents -mostly mothers- who choose to be at home with their children.  It takes a strong will to keep listening to our own hearts, today.  Children in the first years of life, used to be around the mother or carer as she did her daily activities. How did it happen that the child moved from the security felt by the proximity of the carer, to being out there, exposed to commercialism, sense impressions and under pressure to learn from the beginning of their lives?  Many are wondering why these little ones are, in many cases, so difficult to handle. 

    What kind of world do they need? Keeping it simple and loving will keep us on the right path. A “yes” to children must be heard and rekindled again and again. A slower start in life will give them the time to make themselves strong, and able to take more from the surroundings (just as when we visit a new country or city, we cannot take it all in at once!).
Through the dreamy quality that children have, they observe the world as a unity and wonder that forms the basis for their well being, enabling concentration and interest in learning. This quality is not understood today. Some people see it as problematic or as a concern. The expectations people have of older children has now come down to the very young, even those aged under three. They are asked to leave behind this dreamy stage and be too quickly awake to their intellect. The child feels the pressure to grow and parents, teachers, doctors and therapists have noticed the disturbing results of this.

The young child is an imitating being and so, quite naturally, will too readily imitate what is already there – a world that is competitive and in a hurry. In my experience, the very young child is under an increasing pressure of expectations and is waiting for the world to respond to that pressure with protection, since he or she is too young to ‘do it for themselves’.

Working towards Prevention 

Whilst new institutions, or therapy centres, are increasingly needed to deal with children who are disturbed by these pressures, much also needs to be done towards prevention. Politicians, teachers, fathers, mothers and the wider community alike need to develop the quality of listening, to really observe the world around us, ask real questions and act for the benefit of the early years of our future humanity. This means making an effort, beyond quick-fix solutions, for the well being of the child.

Becoming closer to the child

Mummy, I am so happy!

Why are you so happy?

Because I asked the stars for a wish

and it has come true.

What did you ask?

That I could be very close to you, mummy

(A 5-year old talking to his mother)

We can achieve closeness to our children by understanding their world, observing it, enjoying it, and by not pushing them relentlessly on to further stages of their development. Awakening awareness of the world of the spirit, recovering our connection to nature and the child that still lives in us, can increase the likelihood of our coming closer to young children. Integrating these parts again into our life, can help activate the will to reach the children. 

The following are some of the questions I have met repeatedly while working in groups: What do children need? Do they benefit from limits? How does hurry affect them? What gives ‘nourishment’ to the child? How do we build self-esteem? What would help me understand them better? 

In going through the journey to answer these questions, we come closer to the child. What does it means to spend time with children in their early years? We often forget that to be at home with them is one of the options that can be considered. 

When people feel valued, they can better value what they do, even enjoying it. When it does not happen, it is hard work to do it alone. Someone in a group confirmed, “It is such a relief to be acknowledged for my work”. Another said, “ I feel valued in my task”. A new circle of warmth needs to be built around children and parents. 

The value of being a parent – A vessel for the spirit

A picture for the future must include the value of parenting the baby and toddler at home for the first three or three and a half years. New creative ideas of how to make it possible can be found. Cultural forms have to be created that value the important task of being parents of a very young child, and can be aware that to support that person is to support the child. Quality guidance should be available to get through the questions arising from the nurturing and caring process. The person who is with the child needs to be considered in their individual needs and have opportunities for quiet spaces and social moments. Helpful thoughts for the carer during this time can be to consider that this first period of childhood does not last forever. 

Children long to make links with the adults who care for them. In so doing they keep the connection with the world of the spirit, the world they have just come from. This link can diminish when their arrival is accelerated by constant intellectual explanations of the world around them, as this lacks fantasy; by toughening them up with the intention of bringing them close to reality, the commercial world, academic demands and by treating them as adults as a way of “being fair”. Yet if this link is established or re-established, there can be a very positive response from the children. When we create an environment around the child, we are creating a vessel where the spirit can work with the child in the task of growing. We want the new impulses coming to the earth with our children to be strengthen and received.

Nowadays, children are often witnessing conflict and disputes between the adults around them, in the midst of which we can so easily lose sight of the child. It is not always possible to resolve problems without difficulties, yet what the children need is a united world around them with bridges and communication and examples of constructive community building. The early stages of life are the time when children receive and absorb so much from their surroundings, which can metamorphose, in later life, into an ability to give as adults.
Observing and listening

A parent said: There are conflicting theories about education, and it confuses me. How do we know what they need? Observing children gives us the key to what it is that they need. General guidance and knowledge on parenting are important; but children’s needs are very specific. When we treat our children in this or that way, we can observe the effect: has it a harmonizing or a weakening effect on the child? We ourselves can actually see it. Children tell us what they need in many ways. We can read the signs when we are close to them, and we can also step back, and reflect. We need an active approach from everyone in touch with children, if we are to distinguish what children are trying to tell us, and respond to it. 

The child experiences deep satisfaction when we are able to “hear” the needs they have, even if they might complain about a certain course of action. They feel satisfied when we can distinguish their real needs from their ‘wants’. 

Building a close relationship can enable us to sense what is needed in each situation, and allow the space where children will show us their needs clearly. We might not have any idea about children; but we can find our way by practicing observation and listening skills, by nourishing relationships and developing the ability to put ourselves in the place of the other - in this case, the child.

Recognition of the individuality

Today we see an increasing ‘sense of self’ – a sign of individuality – in children and adults. Children need to unfold into who they are; adults need space for themselves. It is a spiritual need to be recognized and listened to. As we honour and make each individual person more visible, the counterbalance of social awareness needs to be brought seriously to the fore.

Questions abound: Are we doing what comes from a real understanding of the child? When are we giving the children what is actually more appropriate for adults? 

A strict upbringing has a counter reaction in a desire for freedom. Balance is needed. Someone said: “ Insisting on bed time when the child does not want to go to sleep, is not helpful to him” We could well ask if the child would feel respected if he, or she, is sent to bed very late, but wakes up exhausted. 

Boundaries need to be an experience that comes first from outside before we can learn to do it for ourselves - and the “how” will be crucial, because setting boundaries is not equivalent to having an extremely strict approach. Research from biography work shows that an absence of boundaries brings children insecurity in the moment and in the future, as well as difficulties in finding and setting themselves limits in later life. A mother reported: “After I changed my approach to having less debate on decisions and less explanation, my daughter of seven became more contented and centered in herself, and our relationship became more harmonious”.

Children cannot conceive a world without adults. Without the adult presence, they would take inner or outer responsibilities beyond their age. The child feels respected when he feels safe and protected by the adult. When this happens, they can enter their world of imagination and play. In this way we ensure that children build strength for life.
Many parents have noticed the willful nature of today’s young child. This is on the whole not bad news. The children need this will force for their future and for the benefit of the world; but how do we handle this willful nature of the child? Much can be said about this but essentially it calls for us to develop inner resources and positive handling. 

It is not helpful to enter a power struggle because the child is not against us. It is to do with building a sense of self and an individual will force. Confrontation is not necessary but checking the daily rhythm of the child for unnecessary stress or upset can help. This will force of the child needs to be guided with warmth.

Are there special children? 

These days the message can easily be given to the child “you are a problem” on the other hand the pendulum can swing the other way ”you are so special”. Today the world is keen to name or classify things. This way of making short statements or categorizing proves unhelpful to them. Instead, when talking about children we could describe the qualities that they bring without fixing them. 

Children prefer to remain open – in constant becoming, and unfolding of who they are. Children want to be who they are without others adding to or subtracting from them. They need to be acknowledged and to be seen, in a true way, a plain way - not too little, not too much - to reach a balance. A mother said, My daughter, now 20 years old, has told me how much she had disliked, as a child, my making such a point about how well she had done something. When we recognize a child, we need to have a sense of proportion and naturalness that can leave them free. 

In a recent debate about children, a voice said, Let’s treat them as adults and respect them. I wondered if it implied that to be a child automatically means not to be respected! We need to treat children as children and respect them. Childhood can be an exposed, and vulnerable, age. At their stage of life, they want to trust again and again, hoping to be protected. 

We can see real transformation in children when, with respect, they are treated like children again. A girl of five recovered inner equilibrium when given fewer options to choose from, less debate and more guidance. This does not mean we should not listen to children’s preferences; but we need to check with ourselves what is best for the child. So often children are being asked to make the decisions that we, as adults, should be making for them.

Noticing the wise side

In the child lives a wise person, and in the adult there is still an inner child –visible or not, this is a reality. With the child, we need to notice their wise side but then encourage the child that is within them to remain there, naturally bringing about the adult more and more as the phases of childhood come to conclusion. We do not want to create generations of children as ‘little adults’, who in compensation, in later years, might need to be ‘children’ free of all the responsibilities and demands that are waiting to be dealt with. 
One can read that ‘special children’, can be “rebellious, very sensitive, know what they want, need respect and attention. These children are individual, wise and carry a mission”. We will not serve the people of tomorrow by emphasizing them and their mission. Though it can seem to be supportive to the child to start with, this way of approaching children puts them under a pressure that they can do without. 

A colleague asked me once: What kind of adults do you imagine these children will be? I wonder whether they would be adults that tend to overestimate their capacities, or to go to the other extreme trying not to be visible - so that their childhood can be compensated or balanced out. In both cases, there is the risk of losing the real contribution each human being strives to bring. 

When talking about this theme, a 79-year-old woman said: Each new generation is special. Why the focus on this subject? Some attention to what new generations of children and young people bring to the world might bring new forces to the, sometimes, tired world of maturity. But, why look for the “signs” everywhere? Our own need for spirituality or for recognition must not take us to the extreme of seeing our children as over-special. 

Enriching our lives

Finding the way back to ourselves and enriching our inner lives can have a balancing effect. We need our energy to do something for childhood on all fronts, and for ‘every’ human being in the early years. They all need attention, guidance, love, being with, presence of mind and listening. Children today are reacting to the environment. When we explain away their behaviour as due only to their being special, we may forget to look around, and to take responsibility for the right changes to come about. 

Each generation is different, and when we are close to them and understand their particular age, it tells us what they need. As a result of a new awakening to children, we can recognize and respect them while holding our place of responsibility as adults. They will then have an experience of childhood -- a necessary step in the life journey. 

Personal development
In the course of this work with individuals and in groups, the many links between the adult’s personal development and the child’s healthy development have become clear. In the first instance, this can seem overwhelming, but actually it is empowering to see how children respond directly to the inner work of the adults close to them. 

Experience in group work shows the importance for parents and others in care of children to focus on their inner growth; that working on the process of balancing tendencies in their daily life can be the solution rather than only looking for it outside oneself or in the children. A mother said: This has been an important discovery for me. Since I took up this kind of work, everything else in the education of my two children has fallen into place.  

Now and in the future we will get better results with children by working inwardly – achieving more than we would by increasing our outer activity or sending the children to stress management classes. The understanding that the answer lies in the growing awareness from the part of the adults has to be an increasing reality today. A mother said: “Something needs to shift for things to be positive – It’s I who has to break the circle we are in - I cannot expect my child to do it”.
Sometimes we ask: What about me?  This is the moment to acknowledge the carer in us. What else do we need? Many of us are in the position of only nourishing our children, while leaving no time – no nourishment – for ourselves. Trying to meet our own needs is vital in the art of parenting and teaching. When we try to understand young children and care for ourselves at the same time, we are opening up new possibilities for healing. It is time for a new awareness of Childhood. Nowadays, to think of children means taking on our personal issues, working towards healing our past and getting our own spiritual nourishment, so that they are left with enough space to create themselves. 

Times are changing

To be children today is a very different experience from the ones we ourselves had. What will today’s experience of childhood bring for these adults of tomorrow? After many years of biography work, I have a respect for the phases of life and the wisdom that each phase contains. The fact is, despite the accelerating tendencies coming from the child himself and from the world, there is an inner longing in later stages of life for the fulfillment of the different aspects of childhood if they were missed at that time. 

Giving the human being in the early years the environment, loving relationship and protection that he needs can naturally lead to the fruitful, healthy and peaceful outcome we are seeking. As times move on we find new questions and new questions call for new research. 

Let us create a picture for the future that takes into account a new awareness for childhood – a world of protection without pressure, parents and teachers who are supported and an active understanding that propels people to respond to children’s needs. By re-imagining childhood in this way we can create a counter-balance to the flow of events and think how we would like it to be for future generations. 

There is much more to discover about a child, which is not easily noticed amidst the rush of our busy life, even where the child appears to be at the centre of it! We need to meet extremes with awareness, asking ourselves questions that can bring things into proportion for our children. We can try to practice the art of living our adult’s life while make it possible for them to live their lives as children.

