Violence in kindergarten
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Rrésearch Why do some young
men end up in prison, for commit-
ting vinlent crimes? Psychologist
Richard Tremblay of the University
ol Montreal, Canada, discovered
that the key lies in early child-

hood, and even earlier. This week,
he visited Groningen.
/f RENE FRANSEN

bout halfway his talk,

Richard Tremblay shows

sonie video footaee, Tod-

dlers, twa, maybe thres
years old pushing each other, fight-
g over a toy, one banging the oth
or on the head with a sfool. Seenes
full of vielence and shouting in
French, ns a couple of normal Ca-
macdian lkids engage in brural acrs
of thelt and ageression. Tremblay
1 very pleased with madern pres-
entation soltwiare Ll allows lum
to show these clips during a tall,
Inst Tuesday, nn ‘Developmien-
Lal origing of aueression' al the
Department of Psychiatry of the
Hniversity of Groningen. ~L always
Tound dvdifTicult 1o show low ag-
gressive young children can be just
by using pholographs”

Tremblay has been studying the
origing nf ageressive hehavionr
[or vver Dwenly years, “AL the sl
of my career, [ worked in a prison
lreaing  uenlbadlyall  Inmaies.
Wharhrings these people here, 1
womidered.” Sclenlists have long
pondered this queston. Crime
statistics show a rapid increase m
criminal actions in adolescence,
peaking ar abont 20 years of age.
Alter Lhat, as people grow older,
crime rates slowly drop. This age
crime curve was first described in
detail in 1831 [0 was Delivved Lhal
boys learn to be criminals in their
teenis, Another explanation 1s that
an increase in the male hormone
testosterone ar puberty sparks off
Lhe ¢riminal behaviour of these
kids. That would also neatly ex-
plain the difference in criminal ac-
Liviky between nrales and females,

Affer three years ‘in prison’,
Tremblay became a research scis
entist and set out to test these Iy
potheses, Tle did so by following
sorne 1000 children from ame six
until adulthood. School teachers
ristedl their behaviour. “The results
wiere o big surprise”, Tremblay ex

plains. "We =aw nn change ar all
in mean aggression. Actually, they
seemed m hecome Jess agpressive
over time.” He did a further analy-
sis. grouping his subjects into scy-
eral groups with varyving levels af
apression dl the start of the study.
Mext, he plotted the level of ageres
xinn gver time [oreach gronp. This
showed that all children  main-
tained the same leve'l of aggression
Lhroughoul the study. Those who
WEIE- IN0ST agEressive al six were
alen mnst aggressive at 20, The
proup made up of the most agEnes-
sive four percent tended to show
a slight increase in aggression at
aboul 15 years ofage. “Thal's when
children get more freedom, 5o they
cin do more bad things”

When Tremblay looked at young-
er.children, he found that cthe
feeguency ol ageressive: beluviour
peaks at about two o two and a
halt years of age. “5n the peak in
aggression 8 in  kindergarien.
These children are stealing toys
from: vach other, hitting the child
that won't let go” His conclusion.
therefre, i5 thar apgression i3
not learned in Later Lfe. On the
contrary, aggression Is normal for
txddlers, whir then have m leam
1o control teir belaviour, I they
don’t, they end upin the most ag-
pressive proup and will stay there
into adulthood. “The best predictor
of agpression in:later ife mamorh-
e with a low level of education or
a reenage mother. These mothers
cannol wach their cluldren to'con-
rral their impulses, and they raise
augressive children, some of whom
will turn oo criminal behavicur.

But whar abour the crime sraris-
tics? They'oe nol wrong, Tremblay
explains, but they are not good
measores of aggression. TTNEse $ia-
tistics dre aboul arméls. I yoi're
an agpressive fousyearold. vou
don’l get amrested. That happens
when you're big cnough to be no-
nred by the police.”

SLll, many mstilutions sall be-
lieve that criminal behaviour is
learned by teenagers. In fact, a
pecent. publication by the Waorld
Health Organization says as much,
states Tremblay. “They took their
data from the Surgeon General of
the 11SA, the country’s chiet health
officer. Apparcatly, il takes'd long
time for research resulis to reach
the clinmics”

He then reveals one more bit of
evidence from his research group,
Lo be publishied shortly, The chimee
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of the first child of a-moarther with
low socivcconomic status becom-
ing aggressive is low if the child
attends child care ar an early age.
If the mother looks afier the child
unril v goes to school, aggressive
behaviour 1= most likely: "ot with
1 competent mother, sendiig the
child o kindergarren has no effect
o behaviour. The enviromment re-
dutces ageression”

After the talk, before going on
to give a similar lecture to the
University's  Studium.  Generale,
Tremblay explains that he is now
conducting an intervention study.
“We did an intervention al age six
or seven, and that reduced aggres-
sion in these children. The etfect
remained throughout the study;
they are now in their twenties."
Tremblay hopes that intervention
atan earlier age, starting even be-
fore Lthe child s born, will be even

more effective. "I started woulc
g with delinquents in prison, T
beliewe the best way o Lackle the
problem is by targeting the young
women who will carry the children
of these delinguents.”

He doesn't helieve in reform
camps  [or  young delinguents.
“In these camps. vou put a lot of
dystunctional  adalescents to-
gether, But their bebavioar is
contagious and they come out
worse” [nrervening early can
have profoumd flecls, Animal
stidies show that good care ©
in infincy can permanently 7
alter the expression of genes,
“We're doing penetic stodies
o, e they slow great dilfer-
ences hetween highly aggressive
and mederately apgrressive men,
We hope that with our inlerwn-
nons, we can intluence these pe-
netic chianges by youngy childien
il correct their behaviour”



