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1
LANGUAGE AND ESSENCE OF CHILDREN 

Understanding the child’s symptoms is very helpful in the 
holistic treatment of children. We will therefore look at the 
different processes of symptom formation. This allows us to 
work out whether the symptom is the expression of an illness 
or rather the effect of a conflict that the child is experiencing. 
We can then better differentiate between symptoms that are 
primarily intended to attract our attention as a cry for help 
and a symptom whose specific content we can interpret. The 
parents’ responsibility here is enormous and puts a strain on 
them. Their gratitude is all the greater when therapists are se-
riously interested in their children’s well-being. In this first 
chapter we offer an overview of the ideas and issues we will 
deal with in depth in the subsequent chapters.

Understanding what is at stake

Although our attention as therapists is not as long-term as that 
of the parents, we are often more aware of the risk of symp-
toms becoming chronic. We can assess which symptoms be-
gin in childhood and will have a long-term impact on the 
child’s future. We also bear the responsibility to take a closer 
look and, if necessary, to bring up unpleasant truths to the 
parents attention. For parents, their children’s well-being is 
sacred, but they are often unable to sort through the jungle of 
information themselves. Establishing order in the pre-existing 
idea about development and the nature of a child is one of 
our most important goals in the treatment process. Often, par-
ents are confused about what to expect from their child and 
they are afraid to make sorts of mistakes. We are there to get 
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rid off these feeling of guilt that have no base in reality. Furtehr 
more, we set the record straigt wht they should expect from 
their kids and which demands are excessive. For example, 
small children have no idea what they want, feel and think. 
It is quite irriatiing to question them on something they have 
no experience about. As adults, we have other ways of finding 
out what a child feels than asking question.

Another common example are parents who rightfully 
expect from their teenager a tidy room, getting up on time, 
and being reliable. It is important to keep up the challenge 
while understanding that it takes much longer than they think. 
Organizing oneself over the course of a day or weelk while 
stablizing one’s inner life is one of the hightes goals of devel-
opment. Helping parents to understand the chronologies and 
orderliness of the developmental processes is often a first step. 
It helps them to relax and be a bit more patient with them-
selves and release some of the pressure they put on them-
selves, and their child. Parents are often more than eager to 
the laws and processes of sensorimotor development. Since 
these laws and the laws of parenting are the same. Even the 
formation of symptoms follows similar and recognizable laws 
that help parents to find the right strategy for dealing with their 
child. Therefore, talking about sensorimotor development is 
sometime a door opener to more sensitive issues, like: dealing 
with the tensions between leading and following, obedience 
and freedom, loving dominance and the path to autonomy.

Compass and polar star in holistic treatment

The aim of holistic treatment is to prevent deviations from the 
laws of normal development in order to treat children at an 
early stage. In this way, we can jointly recognize and avert 
chronic processes. This concerns major behavioral issues like 
of attention as well as minor questions like holding a pen 
when writing. Recognize the first signs of later problems  is 
quite easy if we know the steps of normal developmental. 
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The ability to hold a pen easily and write elegantly is 
already prepared in the first few months while the baby is on 
the belly and activating its forearms and hands as a support 
system. Forecasting is easy if we apply the rules of develop-
ment. We don’t need to wait until kindergarten to understand 
why a child has problems holding a pen without cramping 
and why it looks clumsy. Parents often ask why we were able 
to foresee and predict the problems their child got or will get 
if not treated. The main answer is simple. We know the laws 
of development and growth and we orient our compass at 
the polar or north star of a healthy childhood: the essence of 
children in their different developmental stages.

Fig. 1: Language and essence of the young child

Understanding existential dependency

The formation of symptoms in children can be understood 
along the major lines of development. Anyone who knows and 
explores the grand plan of development has a realistic chance 
to interpret symptoms correctly. Developmental understanding 
is essential when we refer to concepts of sensorimotor, spiritual 
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and cognitive-emotional aspects in working with children. 
Assurances that everything is fine, and the now pressing prob-
lems will disappear due to growth and development, are of-
ten misguided and offer only a brief moment of relief. These 
assurances are, of course, well-meaning and hopeful. Never-
theless, there is also the danger that we trivialize the child’s 
suffering, as we cannot grasp the seriousness of the matter. 
Our mantra is a quote from Hannah Arendt: Understanding 
means understanding what is at stake.

There is a lot at stake - for children and parents. We know 
that a child must develop, otherwise it will perish. Children 
who do not develop die or become ill in the long term - as we 
can see in the stories of Pinocchio and Peter Pan. They do not 
develop and are also left behind physically and emotionally. 
If embodiment processes are prevented at an early age by un-
resolvable conflicts, the child may fail to settle into its own 
body. The child is then irritated in its core and must express 
this in order to survive. In many languages there are beautiful 
expression for the core or essence of a child – sometimes in 
scientific language or without using scientific terms. In our 
context we use the words “being”, “essence”, “nature”  inter-
changeably to express the fact that there is something special 
about being a child. It is not its individual personality pres-
ent at birth, it is rather the personality a child shares with all 
children. Each child is unique, but they are all kids; they all 
embody their own spirit, but the rules of embodiment are all 
the same for children. Although we were all children at some 
point, as adults we tend to forget those rules and observing 
children is an invitation to remember and study those rules 
again. The rules are laid out in biology and psychology, in 
physiology and spiritual development. Treating children in a 
realistic manner, we do not have the luxury to limit our under-
standing to one of those fields.

Since our adult understanding is slow and hampered by 
prejudice, children develop dramatic symptoms to make us 
understand. Some of the symptoms an irritated child produces 
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are obviously and unmistakably in order to get the adults at-
tention. Often the symptoms are so dramatic in order to force 
the parents to react. Being able to distinguish between the 
language of the normally developing child and the language 
of the symptoms is a key skill for therapists. Therefore, we  
examine the formation of sysmptoms in childrenin in great 
detail in the following chapters.

Fig. 1.1: Language and nature of the infant

What children need to develop

A key difference between the treatment of children and adults 
is the “necessity” to develop. Children are constantly and 
steadily developing, developing new skills and new tissue. 
Growing is exhausting. Adults have often forgotten how this 
process feels. Everything is constantly changing, being dis-
mantled, rebuilt and reassembled. The energy expenditure is 
considerable and the effort noticeable. Those who grow and 
develop are often unresponsive to further challenges. This is 
a physiological process, not an illness. Only women during 
pregnancy experience similar physiological changes in adult 
life. The ability to regenerate, to sleep and nurture is therefore 
a key aspect that enables a child to thrive. If there is deficien-
cy or excess of food – may it be chemical, cognitive-emotion-
al or spiritual - we observe what pediatricians call “failure 
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to thrive”. The issue of overload is an increasingly important 
issue in the life of children. Like mal-nutrition is often caused 
by too much nutrition (over-eating), too much of the best stuff 
and information can overload and irritate a child. 

Overloading children with cognitive content they are un-
able to digest is ever more present due to cultural changes in 
the everyday habits of the parents and teachers. Under- and 
over-stimulation can lead to very similar reactions in children. 
Often the same symptoms occur if the essence or being of a 
child is challenged by too much or too little. Modern parents 
think they are not good enough if their child gets sick. Quite 
the opposite may be the case. Nowadays, a lot of parents are 
too good; the do too much, are too concerned and too much 
involved. Knowing what a child needs according to its de-
velopmental stages may hold parents to relax and enjoy life 
with their children, rather than worry and overstimulate them-
selves and their kids.

As children are always developing, developmental dy-
namics play a central role in understanding symptoms and 
in treating children. The holistic treatment of a child includes 
both sensorimotor development exercises and assistance in 
the emotional-spiritual development of a child in need. Both 
interventions actively rely heavily on parents. We coordinate 
the procedures and treatment goals with them. We are also 
quite clear, that caring and loving parents should become 
therapists or teachers. We try everything possible not to trans-
form their relationship into something that would further rirri-
tate the child. A therapeutic or educational relationship with 
a child quite different than parenting and parents are well ad-
vised to stay out of these roles.

We therapists are called upon to stabilize the framework 
for developmental processes in the family. Our intervention 
is limited to the treatment situation while curative effects are 
only stabilized long-term by the caring environment of the 
child. It takes a loving family and a village to raise a child; not 
therapist or teachers.
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Fig. 1.2: Language and nature of the happy mother (Gustav 
Vigeland Park Oslo)

Parents remain parents

Parents are allowed to remain parents, even and especially 
when their children are ill. In most cases, it is only the parents 
who are prepared to put their own well-being aside and align 
all their actions with the requirements of healing. They are 
therefore the most important allies in the holistic treatment of 
children. We encourage parents to take on their role as moth-
er and father, and we support the parents own understanding 
of their child’s being. Ideological and political currents that 
burden this understanding and strain the parents’ relationship 
with their child are detrimental to the healing process. Issues 
that are neither child- nor developmentally-appropriate are 
left out of the holistic treatment process. 

Working with parents within the framework of holistic 
treatment should enable and empower parents to recognize 
the essence of the child and guide them through the complex 
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changes of childhood and adolescence. The therapist impulse 
to educate parents is understandable and problematic at the 
same time. Parents are adults, already educated and the fi-
nal experts for their own children. They need our support and 
counsel as adults and they deserve reliable information about 
the abilities and needs of their child. Threfore, placing the 
treatment of children on a solid and broad basis from a devel-
opmental, biological, cognitive, emotional, and spiritual per-
spective is needed. This sounds complex, but it is also quite 
simple. The central challenges and decisive achievements of 
the child are: Stability and development, growth and embod-
iment, and the ability to relate and love. When parents re-
main parents, and children are allowed to remain children, 
development and therapy is still hard work, but it is entirely 
possible to achieve the high standards we want to set for our 
treatments.

Fig. 1.3: Development in the first year of life
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Happiness and the promise of holistic treatment 

The wholeness we refer to and work towards in the treatment 
of children and adolescents is a developmental process. It is 
not a given and there once and for all. It is formed in the rela-
tionship between children and parents. Therefore, wholeness 
is often at risk of being lost in deviations and aberrations. The 
most gratifying aspect of the holistic treatment of children is 
its success. As soon as the treatment alleviates distress and re-
duces the urgency of symptoms gratitude pushes doubts and 
uncertainties aside. Therapist and parents are looking for the 
same changes in the child’s overall attitude:

	- the child shows renewed interest in the world and ex-
periences an easiness that was lost;

	- it becomes childlike again and enchants in a way that 
is only accessible to children. 

As soon as these changes are apparent, parents breathe 
a sigh of relief and gain hope. Sometimes there is sudden-
ly room for another child. Everyone is growing and even the 
family might grow in size. Therapists may enjoy the restora-
tion of wholeness in the treatment as well. 

Beside the happiness and luck of successful treatments, it 
remains a great challenge to recognize and understand the ef-
fectiveness of the physiological development processes in the 
treatment. There is a great fascination for quick associations 
or short-chain connections between cause and consequence. 
It is therefore often difficult to recognize developmental 
processes as the main trigger for complaints or even as the 
cause of healing. It would be easier if the holistic treatment 
of children followed the stimulus-response pattern. However, 
this is rarely the case. Holism is realized in the child through 
multi-layered and time-consuming development processes. It 
is wonderful to observe how development takes hold of the 
whole child (Fig. 1.3). However, development is not a one-off 
act of paradisiacal or catastrophic upheaval, but a constant 
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process of working through resistance and framework condi-
tions – so is understanding development and the process of 
symptom formation in a child. 

The inner order of the processes only become apparent 
very late, for example when we enjoy how young adults or-
ganize their thoughts and processes. However, the work on 
this amazing ability to concentrate and organize begins very 
early on. Already a four-week-old infant struggles to turn its 
head from side to side and attempts to focus on objects. It 
needs is a stable, flat surface and the caring, protective at-
tention and sometimes necessary grip of its parents. The next 
steps to standing up will be successful with many strenuous 
repetitions. All of this is essential in order to stand stably and 
elegantly. If parents want to spare their nine-month-old child 
the work against gravity they might offer a walker. The child 
walks with unstable (flat) feet and without rotation in the pel-
vis and shoulder girdle. However, the effectiveness of the 
short-term avoidance of working against resistance (Fig. 1.4) 
cause long-lasting problems. The consequences of undevel-
oped stability have to be compensated for over the coming 
years. 

The developing stability of the neck allows the startle re-
flex to be reduced around the sixth month. The sequences and 
connections for development become important. For exam-
ple, when we treat a six-year-old boy who still wets himself 
at night and avoids challenges by withdrawing into his own 
world covering up his insecurity. Neck stability might even be 
an issue when we treat a 36-year-old adult who is afraid unan-
nounced surprises, responding quickly and violently if fright-
ened by a well-meaning joke or scare, like a surprise birthday 
party or someone touching unexpectedly from behind. Know 
developmental hierarchies, it is not difficult to recognize the 
connection of such a pattern with the insufficient suppression 
of the Moro reflex. Most children with unstable necks even-
tually find ways to compensate sufficiently for this instability, 
but they still show signs of a Moro-like reaction. At the age of 
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16, the neck instability test is almost always negative. How-
ever, the underlying problem has not disappeared, it is just 
more difficult to locate. Diligence in the first year of life pays 
off - both for children and for parents and therapists.

Fig. 1.4: Development is work against resistance and gravity

Children are allowed to be children

We sincerely wish all children and parents a good and en-
joyable life. This is possible if children are allowed to be chil-
dren. The very being and nature of a child is the central point 
of reference in holistic treatment. Since wholeness and health 
are developed in a process and arise in a relationship, it is 
helpful to remind ourselves how a multitude of forces support 
a child from within, and influence it from the outside. With-
out embedding a child in a caring web of relationships and 
without parents guiding and limiting the child’s inner forces, 
happiness cannot be achieved. Today’s parents are sometimes 
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afraid to lead and dominate their children in a loving way. 
And there are cultural sensitivities that prevent them from set-
ting clear and caring boundaries for their children. In both 
cases, parents appreciate our experience and attention to 
their needs and questions. Understanding the core essence 
and nature of a child takes away the burden and the heavy 
baggage of guilt many parents carry with them.

The inner forces and the nature of the child form a frame 
of reference in holistic treatment. Educational and therapeutic 
efforts will always be concerned with mediating the inner and 
outer forces in such a way that development towards whole-
ness becomes possible. If the external forces are too strong or 
too weak, the child’s behavior will change for the worse. If 
we offer shoes too early or shoes that are too big or too small, 
there will be a change in the child’s gait. Shuffling or even 
stumbling is the result of a mismatch between the essential 
being of a child and the offerings of its environment (Fig. 1.5). 

One of our main goals as 
therapist’s is to understand 
the child’s suffering based 
on the requirements of the 
developmental process 
and the essence of being a 
child. If we also succeed in 
helping parents to appre-
ciate the essence of their 
child and the laws of de-
velopment, treatment be-
comes even easier, more 
enjoyable and more prom-
ising. 

Fig. 1.5: Big boy, small 
vehicle.




