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helping children to succeed




How Psychology Got Real

Marion Bennathan

Why does anybody want to study psychology?  You would have said  to understand the human condition, why people fall in love, why men make war, why I am  the way I am. In  1953, I took myself to Birkbeck College in  London. There at the Induction event we had to write down our definition of psychology. If this included ‘the mind’ ‘feelings’ ‘emotions’ we were sort of sneered at. No. ‘Psychology is the scientific study of behaviour. What we can see, what we can measure.’  

        It is then a short step to implying that what cannot be seen cannot be measured so does not exist. So much for God. H.J. Eysenck was making a name for himself deriding the whole psychoanalytic approach as unscientific, untestable and therefore probably useless. Professor Sir Cyril Burt down the road at University College was expatiating on the inherited nature of intelligence with much measurement of identical twins, separated at birth. (These were later alleged to be non-existent. And to think I used to listen, trustingly, wondering how so many identical twins managed to get separated at birth).
What were we taught? Important, experimental method, observing, gathering evidence, analysing it statistically. But what about learning? There was Piaget, who at least observed real children, his own, and noted that they go through different stages of development. Then there were our rats. We got quite fond of them, feeding them differentially, noting their speed of running through mazes.  They seemed to like being held and stroked but apart from that their resemblance to humans was not striking. All in all, at the end of my three years, I left feeling rather that I had asked for bread and been given a stone. 

The psychodynamic approach

To go from this to the heady atmosphere of the Child Guidance Training Centre where we educational psychologists in training worked with psychiatric social workers and psychiatrists in training, was something of a culture shock and very stimulating. The consultant psychiatrists, with whom we had seminars, were Freudian, Jungian or Kleinian. We saw and assessed  real children  in dire trouble, the Clinic being a place of second referral for local Child Guidance Clinics, and discussed  them  at case conferences. We four EPs-to-be were often regarded as a bit of an irritant. ‘What’s your evidence?’ was not a popular question. Once, looking at children’s drawings full of violence we were asked to speculate on the colours used and their significance. Why were the exploding ammunition boxes green? ‘Because ammunition boxes are green’ said our ex-Service colleague sourly. That was when the Jungian psychiatrist chairing requested the four EPs to keep silent for the rest of the session. 

Yet if I had to choose which place expanded my mind, developed my insights into troubled children and their troubled families, it would without a doubt be the Training Centre. Freud’s work was not expressed in terms which easily translated into hypotheses but the emphasis on the primacy and intensity of early family relationships seemed to fit the case. That is a dimension missing from the work of  Piaget, then  the  psychologist for teachers in training, who took  as given a facilitating family  environment. 

Out in the field, as we say, we were not too well equipped to help teachers with strategies to manage troubled children. We could support them, help them to analyse what was happening for the child, help them to think what they as teachers could change. But under stress, people want quick solutions. Behaviour modification came in and carried many EPs with it. No more archeological digs into past history; let’s look where we are now. Yes, well.  I have no quarrel with some BM tenets; children’s behaviour needs managing, emphasise the positive, eliminate the negative, has a lot to be said for it.

But for some children that does not work. They are too beleagured, too untrusting, to be willing to change, and teachers have to be aware of this and what may lie behind it  otherwise by their reactions they compound the child’s already damaged view of themselves. As Sue Chapman, a teacher and adoptive mother of a child traumatised by her first three years of life, writes (1), “Anna screamed, bit and punched her way through school. Praise and recognition were an invitation to up the stakes to prove just how bad she could be. Behaviour management strategies exacerbated the problem.  As I was assured that they were appropriate, I began to wonder if it was I who was failing.” It was not until Anna was twelve and out of control that  her mother got support from an adoption agency “heard about Reactive Attachment Disorder and began to understand the behaviour as a product of grief”. From then on she began to develop strategies for building emotional closeness to her daughter and a major improvement took place. 

John Bowlby was, of course, the force behind this understanding. He could be said to have made what was most valuable in psychoanalytic thinking available to those of us who work with troubled children. He also, important for scientific credibility, expressed his ideas in ways which could be tested by research. And he was not constrained by dogma; he responded to the reality of the situations he was called upon to deal with. The work of which he laid the foundations changed and continues to change many children’s life for the better. Famously, by demonstrating the damage caused by early separations he ended the cruel practice of banning parents from visiting their small children  in hospital.  

But why did that system develop in the first place? Why do we now need to invent emotional literacy? Why was academic psychology so sterile?

Behaviourism  

This long preamble is to say that I have just  read a book on psychology that has delighted me more than any other since Stephen Jay Gould’s The Mismeasure of Man(2). This last is about the grip that the idea of an easily measurable and innate IQ gained  on psychology and on social policy. Started in France by Binet as a sensible, systematic way of assessing where children were in their learning, IQs took hold in the USA and flourished. Would-be immigrants to the US (‘peasants who had never held a pencil in their lives’) were tested and turned away if their IQ score was too low. For similar reasons, American women were sterilised. The whole Western world accepted these ideas as proven. (My unlettered father, when he thought in 1945 that I was taking too much interest in the GIs stationed in our town, warned me that everyone knew that the average American soldier  had a mental age of 12). In fact the research was flawed in the extreme, as Gould’s book amply demonstrates, and you wonder as you read why it took us so long to reject these erroneous views. 

Ideas which take hold like that matter; they shape, perhaps damage people’s lives. I often think that Cyril Burt’s sin, greater than his invention of evidence, was that as the first and most eminent official  educational psychologist, he focused us on what was said to be innate and  thus diverted us from what social circumstances, early experiences do to the potential with which children are born. 
This had enormous ramifications, such as the confident division at eleven into children who could benefit from academic education and the rest. In the early 1970s, it took a brave spirit, such as Marjorie Boxall’s, to look at the reality of life for small children failing in school and say that  the main determinant of success is not what children are born with but what happens to them in their early years. And the great success of so many children in the nurture groups she founded  is living proof of how right she was. 

But to get on. Behaviourism like ‘intelligence’ became all pervasive in its academic and social effects. It still lingers in many of our behaviour policies which are sensible first measures but, and this must be recognised, cannot cope with seriously damaged children.  The villain of the piece is John Watson, widely regarded as the founder of behaviourist psychology, working at the prestigious Johns Hopkins University, and President of the venerable American   Psychological Association. He proclaimed at a lecture in 1913 that ‘Psychology as the behaviourist views it is a purely objective, experimental branch of natural science. Introspection forms no essential part of its methods, and neither does consciousness have much value’. His 1928 book The Psychological Care of the Child and Infant was a best seller, recommended by women’s magazines as ‘a must for the bookshelf of every enlightened parent’. He wrote that children should be conditioned to respond  in  the way animals are trained.  Parental emotional responses should be controlled. There are ‘serious rocks ahead for the over-kissed child’. Don’t pick children up when they cry; don’t hold them for pleasure. Children should be pushed into independence from the day of their birth. 

These ideas swept through the USA and the UK and had a powerful hold. My first child was born in 1958 when the idea of ‘feeding on demand’ was just coming in, and was viewed by many as part of an alarming decline in values -  almost like premarital sex which in those days nice girls did not admit to.  Mothers were still urged not to ‘spoil’ the baby. ‘Let them cry; they’ll learn who’s boss’. Older mothers would tell you how it was the absolute rule that babies should be fed every four hours and left to cry until the time appointed; how they blocked their ears because the screams of their desperate, distressed child were unbearable.  

Behaviourist views, widely accepted in academic psychology, combined with a growing awareness of how infection spread to encourage  the view that children, especially when sick, should be protected from human contact. Bakwin, a fierce critic of this approach, described the children’s ward of the 1930s: ‘To lessen the danger of cross infections, the large open ward of the past has been replaced by small, cubicled rooms in which masked, hooded and scrubbed nurses and physicians move about cautiously so as not to stir up bacteria. Visiting parents are strictly excluded, and the infants receive a minimum of handling by the staff’. 

Spitz, a child psychiatrist, drew attention to the dangers. For four months in 1945, he observed two groups of infants and toddlers in New York. One was in a nursery attached to a women’s prison, the other a foundling home for abandoned babies.  In the latter, the place was ‘gloriously clean’…..Each child was kept in a crib walled off with hung sheets…The home observed the common practice of ‘don’t touch the child’. Masked and gloved attendants bustled around, arranging meals and delivering medicine. The prison nursery by contrast was ‘a noisy, chaotic place ….where children constantly tumbled over each other… mothers were allowed to stay and play’. At the end of the four months, of the eighty-eight children in the Foundling Home there when Spitz arrived, twenty three were dead, killed by infections. None of the prison babies died. 

Harry Harlow

All this is taken from the book (4) by Deborah Blum, Love at Goon Park, a biography of Harry Harlow, the academic psychologist who finally made respectable the study of emotions. He realised that the study of monkeys had more to tell us about human development than the study of rats. He carried out experiments, taking baby monkeys away from their mothers at birth, giving them machines of various sorts from which they could feed. 
Then he took all sorts of measures of their behaviour which showed reduced competence in many areas, including an inability to respond to their own young. To quote ‘By studying neglect and its life altering consequences, Harlow confirmed love’s central role in shaping not only how we feel but how we think. The more children experience affection, the more curious they become about the world’. 

Harlow and Bowlby

Both Harlow and Bowlby were given a hard time by their professional hierarchies; they met and found great mutual support. Bowlby saw a lab full of little motherless  monkeys which he said closely resembled his ‘affectionless’ children. Eventually they both triumphed; their views are now widely accepted. 

Why did it take so long to undo this harsh legacy in our treatment of children? And, then there is the pertinent question that came up at a recent nurture group training event, what do we mean by attachment theory?  Is it not a fact that early attachment matters, that valuing children, treating them with respect and affection is the only way to help them to progress? We decided as everywhere in nurture group work that for us attachment is a fact. It helps us to see where troubled behaviour comes from and how we can change it. It relates to our own life experiences, as parents, as the child we were.  And the moral of all I have written? If established authority in all its forms tells us that such and such a practice is the only way, and if this goes against all our good instincts, we have to have the courage to challenge, to discuss and if necessary reject.  

Deborah Blum has written an exciting book which stays in the mind. I hope next that she looks at the life of John Watson. 
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