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Praise for There’s No Such Thing As ‘Naughty’

‘As a parenting support book [There’s No Such Thing As ‘Naughty’] is in a class of its own in terms of the accessible wisdom and pragmatic help it provides. It is perhaps the most helpful book for parents of children of any age. Written by a great communicator, it will have massive impact’

Professor Peter Fonagy, CEO Anna Freud National

Centre for Children & Families

‘Kate has devoted much of her emotional as well as her academic mind to develop her approach to being a nurturing and loving parent. This book reflects Kate’s genuine passion about children’s mental well-being’

Dame Benny Refson DBE, President Place2Be

‘We know that a child’s early experiences play a vital role in supporting healthy brain growth, which is key to their future mental and physical well-being. This book provides a fun, accessible introduction to developmental neuroscience that can help parents and carers support their child’s brain development’

Sir Peter Wanless, Chief Executive NSPCC

‘Kate writes with humour and compassion, and without judgement, turning a potentially daunting subject into a personal one’ Susan Cooke, Head of Research and Evidence NSPCC

	
‘This book has changed my life. I am a better father for having read it. I think every parent should read it. If they do it will mean kinder parenting and happier kids’

	Joe Wicks

	
	‘This book is absolutely brilliant! I love that it is about parenting a healthy brain. It’s wonderfully written, nicely laid out and with lots of practical advice and structure for parents to follow. It contains advice in there that even I would find useful to help my families in my practice with. It’s everything you wish you’d known at the beginning of being a parent and all the stuff we are just starting to learn about brain development and the modern world. It is much needed and will be so helpful to parents everywhere’

	Dr Guddi Singh, Paediatric Registrar, Guy’s and St.Thomas’ NHS Foundation Trust

	
	
	
	



About the author

In 25 years as a journalist, Kate Silverton has become one of the BBC’s leading and most popular broadcasters. She has produced and presented numerous documentaries, including for the BBC’s flagship current-affairs programme Panorama. She has come under fire on the frontline in Iraq and Afghanistan, covered the glamour of the Oscars in Hollywood, and stepped out beneath the glitter ball herself as a contestant for the BBC’s much-loved entertainment show, Strictly Come Dancing. Kate has spent decades interviewing leading figures throughout the world, from politicians through to celebrities and scientists.

Throughout it all, Kate’s lifelong passion has been to advocate for children and their emotional well-being. Her academic roots are in child development with a BSc in psychology and, after having children of her own, Kate decided to retrain as a child psychotherapist. She now combines her career in journalism with her studies, currently volunteering as a counsellor on placement working with children at a London primary school. Philanthropically, for many years she has supported charities like Place2Be, the Anna Freud National Centre for Children and Families, The South London and Maudsley NHS Foundation Trust, as well as the NSPCC and the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge’s Royal Foundation. Kate’s counselling work with children, her own personal experience of psychotherapy and the interviews she has conducted with world-renowned psychiatrists, neuroscientists and psychotherapists have all informed her approach and the concept she has devised for this book. Her philosophy is, ‘If we get it right from conception to five, we can set our children up for life.’ Her passion is to share what she has learned with as many parents as she can, to help them to have the parenting experience they always hoped to have, and for their children to have the parenting experience they deserve.

Kate lives in London with her husband Mike, daughter Clemency, nine, son Wilbur, six, and their dog, a black working cocker spaniel named Gatsby.
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To Mike, Clemency and Wilbur,
to my sea and my stars.
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I dedicate this book to all parents, everywhere. I pay tribute to those of you who are parenting as a team, those who are parenting solo, those of you who are bereaved, divorced or separated, those of you who are grandparents, foster carers, step-parents, adoptive parents and primary carers – all of you who are the wonderful, empathic, kind, caring people who have taken on the role of raising a child – very often the most challenging job in the world . . . unquestionably the most important.
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This is the story of three animals and a tree: the lizard, the baboon, the wise owl and the baobab, and how together they represent our brain, and how they each influence our children’s – and indeed our own – behaviour.

It’s a story that explains why, for our children under five, there really is no such thing as ‘naughty’.

And why, if we get it right from conception to five, we can set our children up for life.

I am so excited to be able to show you how.




Introduction – Why I Wrote This Book

When I finally became a mother, after many years of heartache, with four failed IVFs, two miscarriages and total emotional exhaustion, I was overjoyed! I had fallen pregnant naturally, at the age of 40, which seemed amazing given that even the doctors seemed to have given up hope; then, at 43, I conceived naturally again. My children, Clemency and Wilbur, honestly felt like gifts from the universe. There was the obvious elation and absolute gratitude, but it was accompanied by many questions, too:

Firstly, wow – why did no one tell us it would be this tough?

Secondly, erm . . . why was it so tough?!

and thirdly . . . is everyone else finding it this tough?!

Six weeks into welcoming Clemency home, even my former Royal Marines commando husband exclaimed, ‘Getting my green beret was easier than this!’ Followed up later with, ‘I had more advice when getting a puppy!’

It’s true, the tougher realities of parenting are rarely shared between friends; my husband jokes we’d probably never do it otherwise! I think it’s perhaps because we’re increasingly parenting in isolation, without the support of the more traditional community that we would once have been a part of. We could parent more by instinct then, when we weren’t so sleep-deprived and had the benefit of an extended family to help cook and be with baby, while elders passed down ancient wisdoms from generation to generation.

We may live in different times but we all still have the same hopes and aspirations, the same dream of being the best parents we can be, to want the reassurance that we are ‘getting it right’ and to know that our children are growing up feeling valued, safe and loved.

And, clearly, we do get advice, but in recent decades it seems some of it has been designed more with frazzled parents in mind (understandably, absolutely) rather than what might necessarily work best for our children. For example, we have seen the advent of the ‘naughty step’ and ‘banishing to rooms’, or even leaving our children to ‘cry it out’ alone. All done with the best of intentions, to help time-poor parents just trying to stay afloat. But what if we could combine the best of our ancient wisdoms, backed up by modern science in a way that not only benefited us . . . but benefited our children, too?

Faced with a children’s mental health crisis, we want, more than ever, to feel confident we are raising compassionate, considerate, kind children; children who become adults who are emotional adventurers, able to overcome adversity and embrace life in all its glorious multi-colour.

Once I had become a mother, I was keen to learn more about how I could best support my own children’s mental well-being, as much as their physical health, too.

As a journalist, I have been fortunate to have access to some of the world’s most brilliant clinical psychoanalysts like Professor Peter Fonagy, neuroscientists and psychiatrists such as Dr Bruce Perry, and clinicians and psychotherapists, Dr Gabor Maté, Dr Margot Sunderland and psychotherapist Liza Elle. I invited child psychiatrists into my kitchen for a cup of tea . . . and asked them to ‘bring their brain’ (as you do), but I meant it literally. I had read so many parenting books and looked at so many different theories – and encountered quite a few myths along the way – that I wanted to hear them explain why our children behave the way they do and, most importantly, how we, as parents, might best respond.

I wanted to learn how to parent a healthy brain.

I knew, from my training as a children’s counsellor and my own experience of psychotherapy, that what we experience when we are very young shapes the adult we become. What I had not known, and what blew me away, was when I learned that what happens in our childhood can impact EVERYTHING, from our brain development, to our biology, as well as our behaviour. How we, as parents, respond to our children’s behaviour will directly influence their brain development.

I suddenly saw my children in a totally different light – or rather, I saw their behaviour in a totally different light. I discovered I could tackle tantrums and meltdowns with ease, solve squabbles in seconds and saw how sibling rivalry has its roots in fear. I found parenting SO much easier – and my children were happier, too! With everything I was learning, I felt able to parent more confidently and intuitively, rather than feeling I was in the dark. It was an ABSOLUTE REVELATION. And to my husband, brought up in a ‘spare the rod, spoil the child’ environment, the approach we began to use was transformational for him, too.

And all without a ‘naughty step’ in sight!

I have written this book to share what I have learned, because it seems too important not to. I think EVERY parent deserves to know the secret to raising emotionally healthy children. Not only does it serve our children well for the future, but it makes our lives EASIER and an awful lot more FUN!

I wanted to share the secret to parenting a healthy brain.

It is something scientists have known for decades. However, what they have known (and to be fair, wanted us to know, too) has not really reached the parenting mainstream.

Why?

Because – as they told me when I asked them that question – ‘science likes labels’ and ‘science does “complicated”’. Professor Fonagy challenged me to, ‘explain it as a story, to keep it simple’.

And so that’s what I set out to do.

I took the liberty of renaming the (very complicated) structure of the brain and came up with a (very simple) concept to explain how our children’s developing brains influence their behaviour.

The concept involves just three animals and a tree: the lizard, the baboon, the wise owl and the baobab. It’s SUPER-EASY to explain and SUPER-EASY to put into practice.

I wanted a concept that was simple to understand, even for our children, and that we as parents can put to use in seconds – even, and when, we’re under significant parental duress!

It is important for me to emphasise that there is science in this here book! I say that because I want you to feel empowered by it. I have written about it in a way that is really accessible, because I am passionate that EVERY parent should have access to it. Because with the science in your sails, as it were, you can be confident to move forward, trusting your instincts, using the concept of the lizard, baboon and wise owl, knowing that what you are doing for your children is supported by hard science.

You’ll also find what I call ‘Brain Boxes’ scattered throughout the book, which include elements of the research I have done, the clinical studies I have read, and the analysis and knowledge of the people I have interviewed and been inspired by. There are plenty of resources and support networks at the back of the book, too, if you want to delve even deeper. At all times, though – and I can’t stress this enough – the language is simple and the concept easy to use.

Part I

The first two chapters set out the stall, as it were. They will explain how your parenting shapes the person your child becomes: their attitudes to risk, their resilience, even their future relationships. It’s THAT important for you to know! It will explain your child’s behaviour using the concept of the three animals and the baobab tree so that by the end of the very first chapter, you’ll be ready and equipped with all that you need to know to be an all-knowing neuroscience ninja ready to tackle every and all types of behaviour – from tantrums and tears through to fights and fears. I swear, cross my heart, you totally will. So stay with me here . . . that parenting ninja badge has your name on it!

Part II

I explore all those universal parenting scenarios . . . you know, the ones we all dread: the public meltdowns, the angry outbursts, the ‘refusals to soldier’ (as my husband Mike puts it), as well as many others too, including coping with starting nursery or school, with bereavement, separation or divorce. I will also share many scenarios from personal experience – not sparing myself any embarrassment either – to ensure you know you really are not alone. You’ll also hear from other parents who share their experience, including my husband, which is important as in his case he originally came at this with a somewhat different perspective!

In every chapter you’ll find easy and practical tips and tools to use, as well as some scripts to follow too, because I know that when we are at the end of our parenting tether, we often just want someone to show us HOW! And NOW!

Parenting can be tough. We may often be operating alone, and running on empty. I am a working mum who came late to motherhood. I know how exhausting it can be. I know, having young children of my own, the difficulties that modern parenthood can pose. I now understand why raising children has been described as the toughest job in the world.

However, I also understand, with everything I have learned in the past decade, that we are far more powerful than we know, more capable than we might believe and certainly we all have the ability to raise children who are healthy and happy and can share the strongest bond with us for life.

My hope is that this book will help enable you to be the parent you always hoped and wanted to be. I hope it will help you feel supported to enjoy your own journey, feeling nurtured and empowered throughout and, most of all, to help your little one to thrive with a childhood that is rich in happiness and fun. I hope this helps us all to build a better future for our children, and for us all to have a wonderful time while we do.

Shall we begin? Let’s dive in, I am with you all the way.

Kate Silverton, February 2021




PART I
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Understanding Your Child – the Lizard, the Baboon and the Wise Owl Way

I believe we are best served as parents when we are able to step inside the minds of our children, to really understand how they think and what drives their behaviour. It’s so much easier to do that when we understand how their brains develop. Part I is going to explain your child’s brain using the super-simplistic concept of just three animals: a lizard, a baboon and a wise old owl! I look at it this way, the brain may be complex but our understanding of it doesn’t have to be.

With this newfound knowledge, you’ll understand everything about your children’s behaviour and why there really is no such thing as ‘naughty’!
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