CHARLOTTE MASON, HABITS, AND MODERN BRAIN SCIENCE
Hello – 
I’m Bruce McNeice – a former school Principal, Homeschool Dad, and education consultant. My passion is to impart courage to parents, and to equip and support parents in their God-given role of teaching and training their children to reach their full potential, and live an abundant life. 
As a parent, do you feel like nobody understands you and your quirky children?
Have you felt frustrated by your child’s tendency towards foolishness, or some habitual destructive or negative trait? Do they throw a tantrum or have a melt-down at the silliest trigger? Are they always fighting with their siblings and you just don’t know how to help them change? Do you sometimes wish you could just ‘re-wire’ their brain to be kind, attentive, obedient, truthful, courteous, or just to be interested in life? In frustration, do you sometimes get angry and feel like beating it out of them; but you are desperately hoping someone would show you a more positive way of helping them?
Well there is hope?
Through studying hundreds of children and how they learnt best, Charlotte Mason devised education methods that allow every child to succeed, and to develop positive character traits. Mason was a keen student of the latest science on brain structure. From the available science and her astute observations of children, she developed her own theories which were a hundred years ahead of her time. Her theories have been confirmed by the latest brain research, which is only available recently because of high powered electron-microscopes and modern brain activity scanning equipment. 
Charlotte Mason never believed her contemporaries who said that IQ was an unchanging set state; and she explained the concept of the brain’s neuroplastic ability to change its structure, a hundred years before the term ‘neuroplasticity’ was coined. She taught that a person’s thoughts, mental pictures and attitudes could physically alter the structural landscape of the brain, so that through mental exercise, developing new habitual lines of thought, even a person with a dull, fuzzy, or broken brain can be helped to mend and improve in social and intellectual abilities. She foresaw what scientists have recently discovered, the whole field of neuroplasticity – ie., the brain’s ability to morph and renew itself by building new nerve pathways through specific mental exercise. 
The practical outcome of her understanding was expressed as one of her four essential tools of education. Tool number two - “Education is a discipline” – which speaks of the fundamental importance of the discipline of habit training.
Charlotte Mason taught that children who are exhibiting undesirable behaviour (in character, academically, spiritually, etc) are never to be despised. Rather, the parents and educators need to realise that all children have innate possibilities for both good and bad behaviour, and that children need to be trained towards good behaviour and educational endeavour through the discipline of habit, and example. 
The parent or teacher should never chastise in a manner that is threatening, demeaning, or aggressive, crushing the child; but instead, should lead and provide firm boundaries of what is acceptable because it is that which is right to do. Therefore, in our classrooms and home-learning centres, the most important job of the education facilitator is to constantly and consistently train the students to form positive habits. This character-habit training is just about our most important task. Once you can get past the idea of just expecting that they should be a certain way (obedient, attentive, orderly, truthful, etc); and you start to realise that they will need consistent diligent training to develop positive traits, then you can begin to move forward with your children. The same applies to your own habits. Hence, we have the saying... “Don’t blame them, train them”.
Here is a list of some of the habits we work on with the children - the moral habits alongside the academic and work habits. 
· Orderliness and Diligence (practicing that every task has a start, middle, and finish – so the students prepare their workspace, do their work, and then clean up afterwards). They develop a life-long habit of orderliness with a place for everything and everything in its place. 
· Focussed attention. Children can learn to focus through practice.
· Neat and accurate work. Make it a habit. One paragraph , or one line of neat and accurate writing is much better than a whole page of scribble.
· Emotional intelligence (e.g., the ability to carry on working when head or hand are tired; or when upset by something); so we intentionally train the children in perseverance and resilience
· Self-control – especially in the ability to peacefully accept “No”. You train the toddler to peacefully accept ‘no’; and then you develop it into a mature ‘thinking of others first’, and selfless altruism.
· Moral habits of respect for others, appropriate speech, and making good choices in pressing circumstances; 
· A habit of appreciation/thankfulness, being polite and courteous. 
We cannot overstate the importance of vigilance around habit training. Charlotte Mason used to talk of how the daily choices of the child built the character of the man or woman…
[bookmark: __DdeLink__3751_1832181991]She also said: “The mother who takes pains to endow her children with good habits secures for herself smooth and easy days; while she who lets their habits take care of themselves has a weary life of endless friction with the children. All day she is crying out, 'Do this!' and they do it not; 'Do that!' and they do the other” (Mason paraphrased in Laurio, 2007, p.136).
At various times in the past, my wife, Karen and I have minded other children and teens, or had them live with us from between four days and two years. We have found that even the child who tends to throw screaming violent tantrums when they don't get what they want, can be trained into a new habit of respectful, polite, calm obedience. Bad habits can be broken within a fortnight if you are totally consistent; and this can be made permanent without relapses (and replaced with a positive alternative behaviour) in about 9 months.
Contemporary research on the brain and how it works (Arrowsmith-Young, 2011; Leaf, 2013; & Schwartz, 2012) confirms Mason's concept that 'habit is worth ten natures'. By this she meant that even though a child may possess a particular 'nature' or temperament that hinders learning, this can be completely turned around by the discipline of better habit formation. Studies on 'neuroplasticity' show that although there are natural tendencies that are passed down from predecessors in hereditary 'gene packets', the brain is also able to be completely 're-wired' through the development of new habits that cause the brain to grow new nerve pathways. The saying... “you can't teach an old dog new tricks” is simply not true. 
Scientists previously believed that once thought patterns had become set in early childhood, there was nothing that could be done to change a person's IQ. However, this latest research on neuroplasticity is showing how the things we choose to think about and choose to do, recreates the physical structure of the brain (at any age), which in turn creates new behavioural tendencies (new habits). Charlotte Mason, a thinker ahead of her time, spoke of “the adaptation of brain structure to habitual lines of thought- i.e., to our habits”. The exciting thing about the newer research findings is the realisation that we are not a slave to our mental habits (or to our 'nature' or temperament), as the brain is constantly being renewed in its structure. It proves what the Bible says: “Be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind”.
Researchers have also found that academic aptitude can be significantly improved through disciplined retraining in habits of concentration, thinking, and discussion. This gives great hope for remedial students, as they are not 'destined' to fail, but can be 'rewired' for success. It is most distressing to hear parents say things like: “Oh Sally just doesn’t like writing. She’s no good at writing, so we only do oral retelling”; or “Little Johnny just hates reading. Can you give us a program with minimal reading.”
That is like saying: “My child wasn’t born walking and talking, so I don’t expect they will ever walk and talk.” No – obviously we learn to master a skill by many hours of practice. And the funny thing I’ve noticed is that we often tend to like the things that are familiar to us. It takes much exposure in a joyful atmosphere to become positively familiar with a particular skill, or with Shakespeare, the Bible, Poetry, classic literature, classical music or fine artworks. 
Since 1996, we have visited and assisted well over 3000 families with education consultancy. During that time, it has become obvious that the most successful parents are those who have put in the effort to train good habits (moral, social, academic, and practical work habits) in their children. 
Fo now, just be encouraged that change is possible, and there is hope. In future videos and newsletters, we plan to help you to learn how to develop the habits in your children and yourself that will lead to success and fulfillment in life.
..................................................................................................
Before you go – I would like to briefly pray a blessing over you.
Lord God – you said in your word that we should be transformed by the renewing of our mind. Modern brain science has shown that this is indeed possible;  So, I ask your blessing over these parents and children, that you would help them develop the discipline of positive habits – the habits of a transformed character that will make all the difference in their life.  Bless them, in Jesus name amen.

