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        Toddlers are intense, and most parents are just trying to get through the day. This book offers clear, realistic strategies for sleep, routines, tantrums, discipline, and more—so you can feel more confident and less overwhelmed. The practical guidance parents actually need.—Jamie Glowacki, best-selling author of Oh Crap! Potty Training and Oh Crap! I have a Toddler

        The book I wish I’d had when my kids were little. The toddler years are beautiful, of course—but also exhausting. Erin walks you through it all with simple, practical suggestions that don’t feel overwhelming, yet can create meaningful, lasting change in your home.—Leslie Means, Founder/Owner of Her View From Home, author of So God Made a Mother and So God Made a Grandma

        For every parent who has felt alone while spending days (and nights) watching their toddler grow from a baby that stays where you put them to a small person with big ideas and feelings, Secrets to Surviving the Toddler Years will be the friend you need. Erin Leigh sees the struggles, the joys, and the opportunities in this part of parenting, and gives advice and empathy when you need it most.—Deborah Gilboa, MD, Family Physician and Resilience Expert, author of Get the Behavior You Want… Without Being the Parent You Hate!

        A must-read for anyone with a toddler in their life! Secrets to Surviving the Toddler Years is engaging, humorous, and filled with practical advice and resources on child psychology, sleep, play, and everything in between. Erin Leigh draws on extensive research and her own experience as a parent of four. Her writing is direct yet conversational, structured yet also tender, personal, and deeply relatable. Readers will learn about strategies for bedtime routines (and for dodging flying food), the magic of playing in the rain, the joy of watching a tiny human eat olives off of her fingers, the importance of self-care, and more. I genuinely wish this book had existed back when I was in the early trenches of the parenting journey.—Masha Rumer, author of Parenting with an Accent: How Immigrants Honor Their Heritage, Navigate Setbacks, and Chart New Paths for Their Children

        It is a masterpiece that invites us in, coddles us with comfort, and provides extraordinary easy-to-digest nuggets of knowledge that we can carry with us and thus never feel alone. You spread wisdom through your words.—Lisa Leshaw, author
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            WELCOME TO THE TODDLER YEARS

          

        

      

    

    
      During the first twenty-two months of motherhood, I felt like I had won the jackpot. My first pregnancy had been relatively easy, and at the end of my second trimester, I even traveled to South America for one last big trip. My delivery had gone well, and I was fortunate that my son slept well during the night. In fact, he was an easy baby to care for on all accounts. I loved motherhood and was completely immersed in my new role as a mom. Yes, I was tired, and there were challenging moments, but when I had my son, I had also stopped working the long hours that come with practicing law full-time. It was a refreshing change to start the morning without a conference call at 9 a.m.! My new full-time job consisted of feeding and caring for a tiny human, and pushing him all over town in his stroller for hours. My son brought so much joy to our lives, and my husband and I marveled at how incredible our perfect little family of three was.

      When my firstborn turned two, I had just welcomed a second baby boy one month prior. A birth and a birthday—two separate events, either of which, independently, may have been manageable. However, these events occurring within five weeks of each other had the effect of a tidal wave crashing into our house:

      
        
        My oldest son has become a determined, outspoken, stubborn little toddler who takes extreme pleasure in testing the limits. At the same time, my newborn son refuses to nurse, preferring to starve himself rather than latch on to my breast. Every time I bring him near my breast, my sweet newborn boy looks at me like I am trying to poison him instead of feed him.

      

      

      
        
        As a result, I am surviving on less than two hours of sleep a night. Every time I try to nurse (unsuccessfully), I end up pumping and bottle feeding, or using a special feeding tube that mimics breastfeeding. To top it off, as soon as I sit down on the couch during the day to feed my newborn, my toddler takes it as a signal to misbehave. He throws things at me while I painstakingly try to coax my infant son into nursing or taking a bottle. When I look at my toddler, I think, What happened to my little angel?

      

      

      
        
        I will be brutally honest: There is no joy in motherhood in these moments. None. I am frustrated and angry. Who is this little wild toddler? Is this the same person who was the sweetest boy on Earth a few weeks ago? Here I am, dodging flying stuffed animals, trucks, and plastic blocks, hoping none of them will hit my newborn’s head as I attempt to nurse him. I feel like I am losing my mind. I need to gain control of my new situation with two sons quickly to preserve my sanity.

      

      

      
        
        —Notes from my journal when I had a newborn son and a two-year old son.

      

      

      Toddlers. Where do I begin? Does it seem like your baby transformed into a little person with a giant personality almost overnight? Has your infant become an unpredictable, loud (yet still adorable) force of nature? Those days of your sweet baby resting on his back on his play mat, looking up at you and smiling, are long gone, but do not fret—despite what you might have heard, the toddler years will provide some of your most cherished moments.

      You will laugh (and cry) often. Your toddler will also laugh (and cry) often. You both may yell occasionally (or often). Welcome to parenting a toddler.

      When my first son was about nine months old, I said to my husband, “I am never going to raise my voice to our children. I want us to have a calm household. I cannot imagine how anyone could get so mad at their child that they would raise their voice.” Recalling those words now, I am doubled over laughing.

      I was an unsuspecting new mom who had not entered the next stage of parenting: surviving toddlerhood. Clearly, I had no idea what I was in for. For one thing, I never imagined the amount of vomit that could spray out of a toddler’s body. Nor did I ever think in my wildest dreams that my child would be one of those toddlers… the ones yelling, “No, no, no!” and throwing a tantrum when it was time to leave the park. My child would never throw food, especially in a restaurant, because I would not allow it. Little did I know!

      Despite the stories about the “terrible twos” and the challenging three-year-old phase, toddlers are astonishing, lovable tiny humans. One of my favorite things about toddlers is their ability to give incredible hugs—and by incredible, I mean award-winning hugs. Toddlers love to give you big, sloppy kisses that somehow smell like overripe banana, goldfish, milk, and Cheerios all at once. They hug you with yogurt and applesauce smeared on their chubby faces and tiny hands. When your son reaches for your hand, and it feels sticky and gooey, somehow it does not seem gross to you because he is your child, and he is holding your hand for comfort. Those are the moments I love. After a long day, despite what tantrums or food battles you had to endure, all is right in the world when your child hugs you and says, “I love you, Mommy.”

      As a mother of three sons and one daughter, all of whom are about two years apart in age, I lived in the trenches of toddlerhood for many, many years. I successfully survived, and you will too. In fact, you will find that you love and enjoy many aspects of toddlerhood. (Others, not so much.) At the very least, you will have a lot to laugh about in a few years when your child has grown into the next phase of their life.

      In the following chapters, I will guide you through some of the most difficult topics surrounding toddlers and offer you some ideas and solutions. When I use the term “toddler,” I am referring to children from twelve months up to three years old.⁠i Using my own experiences—based on the journals I kept through each of my children’s journeys through toddlerhood—and relevant research, I hope to give you confidence, insight, tips, and even a few laughs.

      This book is not intended as a comprehensive manual for all subjects potentially affecting your child during the toddler years. Rather, this book is a guide to help you through what I found to be the most challenging parts of toddlerhood. I have dedicated the first section to sleep because it is the number one challenge I hear about from other parents. In the pages ahead, you will also find ideas for your daily routine with a toddler as well as for nutrition, tantrums, screen time, leaving the house, and much more. As a parent of four, I found that the advice I received from other parents was often the best, which is why I wrote this book for you.

      Most of all, I want you to know that you are fully capable of raising your toddler, and that you are not alone in your doubt, fear, and frustration. You will make mistakes, as all parents do, but you will learn from them. You will have days with tears and days with laughter. However, remember that every day with your child is a gift and one that you have the privilege of receiving. Even when your toddler is challenging and you feel like pulling your hair out, remind yourself that your child loves you more than anything in the world. You are his⁠1 world.

      Hold on for the ride of your life, and welcome to the toddler years.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 An editorial note: In an effort to recognize multiple genders and optimize for readability, I’ve opted to switch between male and female gender pronouns when referring to toddlers throughout this book.

          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PART 1: SLEEP
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        “There is no instruction manual that applies to all families, and parenting is the hardest work there is. This is also true because once you figure out how to handle something, your child changes and you have to start the learning process all over again.”⁠i

      

      

      
        
        —DR. MARC WEISSBLUTH

      

      

      This sums up how I feel about many aspects of parenting, especially sleep habits. Parents everywhere are searching for ways to encourage their toddlers to sleep better and longer. It seems like once you finally figure out how to help your baby sleep through the night or nap twice a day, he has become a toddler. Now, you have a little person who is not only walking and talking but who also may be resisting a nap and waking at night for new reasons. Although children are constantly changing, you can maximize and improve your toddler’s sleep now and as he grows. I’ve compiled my best tools in the chapters ahead. Sweet dreams!
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      Does your toddler resist bedtime and nap time? Does he have difficulty falling asleep or staying asleep? Do you find yourself getting frustrated during the hour before your toddler’s bedtime? If you answered yes to any of these questions, a consistent sleep routine might be the solution to your problems.

      If you’ve read my first book, Navigating the Newborn Months and Beyond, you know I take sleep seriously. Developing a solid sleep routine for your toddler is a key part of helping him sleep well. When I talk about a “sleep routine,” I am referring to the steps you take to prepare your toddler for nap time and bedtime. Why is a sleep routine important? One, toddlers thrive on predictability. Your child craves structure and is comforted by knowing what comes next in his day. Two, a sleep routine helps your toddler maintain a consistent pattern of napping during the day and sleeping at night.

      Many parents believe their child will naturally develop good sleep habits and learn to fall asleep on their own. However, most children need to be taught how to fall asleep independently and how to go back to sleep without assistance. Even if your child did not learn these skills as a baby, you can still teach him good sleep habits now that he is a toddler. In her book The Baby Whisperer Solves All Your Problems, Tracy Hogg discusses the results of a 2004 poll conducted by the National Sleep Foundation which showed that if parents teach their children how to sleep independently, then their children tend to take naps, go to sleep with minimal difficulty, and are less likely to wake at night.⁠i

      Between two and three years of age, toddlers “have even greater mental capacity and sensitivity to what’s going on around them. They’re more affected by changes in the family and in the environment.”⁠ii Situations such as a move, a new job, a new babysitter, a new school or daycare, marital problems, health concerns, or countless other changes in your toddler’s environment can affect his sleep. In addition, friends, family members, and visitors in your home are interesting—and often distracting—to a toddler who needs a nap. Do you blame them? Of course, your toddler would rather play with Grandpa than take his much-needed nap! Even as early as age one or two, toddlers begin to develop a “fear of missing out.” I wish I could tell you this ends after early childhood, but most children have a fear of missing out, especially when it involves what parents or siblings are doing. For toddlers, this fear is even more of an issue at bedtime and nap time. Your toddler does not want to miss a thing. It is only natural he will try to resist going to bed.

      In her book The No-Cry Sleep Solution, author Elizabeth Pantley addresses the importance of the bedtime routine: “Don’t consider your bedtime routine burdensome, unimportant, or unnecessary. A loving bedtime routine is always important for children. I find that most parents who do not have a formal bedtime routine typically spend that last hour before bed fighting with their children about going to bed—now that is unpleasant and unnecessary.”⁠iii I could not agree more. When parents ask me for help with their child’s bedtime issues, they often admit that they just give in when their children cry and fuss. Most parents are exhausted at the end of the day and do not want to deal with one more argument.

      I sympathize with tired parents. I too wish I had the energy my children have right before bedtime! However, prolonging bedtime and not following a set routine makes bedtime even harder for parents and toddlers. This may be tough for some parents to hear, but it must be said: You are enabling your toddler to avoid or delay bedtime when you give in to his demands. Trust me on this one: Put in the work now to establish a solid bedtime routine, and you and your toddler will reap the rewards for years to come.

      I kept my toddlers’ naps in our daily routine for as long as possible. Nap time was not only for my toddler; it was for me as well. It gave me quiet time to recharge and rest. When I was pregnant, nap time was a necessity for me and my toddlers. Even when my toddlers resisted and claimed they were not tired, I made nap time non-negotiable. Toddlers are masters of procrastination and will do everything in their power to prolong or avoid a nap. Remind yourself that they need to sleep (and so do you!).

      The same goes for nighttime. Parenting is challenging, and a lack of sleep can make your days with a toddler seem overwhelming. In her book Jo Frost’s Toddler Rules, the author explains how sleep deprivation affects parents: “You become irritable with your kids; little things become magnified. Your judgment and decision-making ability are impaired, so it’s harder to make good choices. You forget things. You’re moodier.”⁠iv This sums up how many of us parents feel when we are woken in the middle of the night or when our toddler refuses to take his nap all week. Once your toddler’s sleep improves, you will see a change in your own sleep and mood as well.

      HOW TO MAINTAIN A SLEEP ROUTINE

      Before establishing your toddler’s sleep routine, first make sure you are giving your toddler enough time to sleep. Toddlers need approximately eleven to fourteen hours of sleep (including naps) in each twenty-four-hour period.⁠v Later, between the ages of three and five, children still need ten to thirteen hours of sleep every day, which often includes a nap. Research shows that children who consistently sleep the recommended number of hours per day have improved attention, behavior, learning, memory, emotional regulation, mental health, physical health, and overall quality of life.⁠vi

      Simply deciding on a bedtime routine is not enough; you must implement it every day. If you are consistent with your toddler’s bedtime routine, the steps will become second nature for you and your child. When possible, go through the same sequence of steps every time so your toddler knows what to expect. For example, if your nap time routine is to change his diaper or take him to the bathroom, sing a song, read a book, and say goodnight, then try to maintain this order before every nap. If you usually give him a bath and read him a book before bedtime, then do those every evening. As your toddler begins verbally communicating, he will be able to tell you what comes next in his bedtime routine.

      What should you include in your toddler’s sleep routine? I discuss simple pre-sleep tools for your baby’s bedtime routine in my book, Navigating the Newborn Months and Beyond, and some of those tools are applicable to toddlers and older children as well. Try incorporating the following into your toddler’s sleep routine:

      
        
          	
        Give your toddler a bath. Between smearing food, playing in the sandbox, potty training, and splashing in mud puddles, your toddler usually needs a bath at the end of the day, so you might as well make it part of the sleep routine. Most toddlers love being in the bath because it is warm and relaxing, and there are no clothes involved! A bath is also the perfect way to help your toddler fall asleep and stay asleep. In one study, mothers and their toddlers followed a three-step bedtime routine that included a bath. Researchers of this study found that the toddlers’ sleep improved, and the number and duration of night wakings decreased.⁠vii Why? It might have to do with lowering your overall body temperature before bed. When you sit in a warm bath, your body’s overall temperature decreases slightly as the blood moves away from your core area and toward your extremities.⁠viii A lower body temperature encourages sleep and relaxation.
      

      	
        Read books. Like taking a bath, reading is soothing. When you read to your child, it takes the focus off having to go to sleep and gives him special one-on-one time with you. You might find it helpful to limit this step to one or two books. For example, I allowed my toddler to choose between one longer book and two shorter books. Children love having control, and getting to dictate even a small part of their bedtime routine can help your toddler have a more positive attitude about going to sleep.
      

      	
        Use comfort items. Whether it is a favorite blanket or a special stuffed animal, most children have something that comforts them at bedtime. If this is the case for your toddler, I recommend keeping that favorite item in his crib or bed at all times. This is important for two reasons. One, if your toddler carries his special bunny everywhere he goes, it is likely to get lost or misplaced. Two, reserving the special item for bedtime helps your child create an association between sleep and the favorite item. When he sees his favorite bunny waiting for him in his crib or bed, your child will feel reassured and might even look forward to the prospect of sleeping. Of course, your toddler will resist having to keep his favorite item in his crib, but just remind him that the animal is his special bedtime animal/blanket/doll. Try asking him to imagine what his favorite stuffed animal gets up to while he is gone. My son and I would talk about how his stuffed frog slept in the crib and watched over his bed and room while my son was outside playing. When my son woke up from his nap, he would say, “Night night, Froggy” to his stuffed frog and tuck it back under the blanket. If your toddler continues to resist having a bedtime-only toy, try designating a different blanket or stuffed animal that travels in the car or sits at the table with him during the day.
      

      	
        Put liquids away. Resist the temptation to send your toddler to bed with a bottle or sippy cup. Why? First, it can leak in his bed. Second, your toddler will likely have a very wet diaper or need to use the bathroom in the middle of the night. If you are encouraging your toddler to stay in bed, giving your child extra liquids in the evening will make it difficult for him to sleep through the night. Last, a cup or bottle distracts your toddler from sleeping.
      

      	
        Remove toys. Do not keep toys (outside of a comfort item) in your child’s crib or bed. His crib is not a playpen or an activity table—it is a bed and should be associated only with sleep.
      

      	
        Keep nap time and bedtime in the same location. Try to keep your child’s nap time and bedtime in the same bed and in the same location. If your child is in daycare, he is probably used to napping there during the week. Keep your routine consistent when your child is at home on the weekends. The pitfall to avoid is letting your child fall asleep in areas other than his usual sleeping environment, such as the couch, the car, the floor, or elsewhere. If you routinely allow this, you might find that your child is unwilling to go to sleep in his bedroom.
      

      	
        Follow the 15-minute rule. Your toddler should be going to bed around the same time every night and napping at the same time each day. Of course, there will be days when your schedule varies, and it will affect your toddler’s nap time and bedtime. When possible, try and put your child down to sleep within fifteen minutes of his scheduled nap or bedtime. The more you prioritize consistency with your bedtime routine, the easier bedtime will be for you and your toddler. Children find comfort in routine, and their bodies respond well to a consistent bedtime and pre-bedtime ritual. Recently, we went on a trip, and we arrived over an hour late for my younger children’s bedtime. Because their rhythms had been interrupted, both children told me they were tired. My youngest pointed out, “Mommy, it’s past my bedtime. I want to go to sleep.”
      

      

      

      Once you have established a sleep routine for your child, the challenge is to maintain it. Life is unpredictable, and you cannot control everything in your child’s environment, but try to stick to your toddler’s routine as much as you can. Here are my tried-and-true tips to maintaining a consistent sleep routine:

      
        
          	
        Give your child a heads up five minutes before nap time. Children respond better to transitions when they know what comes next in their schedule.
      

      	
        Recite the steps in the sleep routine to your child. For example: “First, we are going to change your diaper (or go to the bathroom). Then, I will help you put on your sleep sack. Next, we will read one book, and sing one song. Then, you will take your nap.” Of course, it may not always be a seamless transition, but your child needs predictability to feel secure, and might even start helping or talking about the next steps in your routine. The familiarity of your child’s nap time routine will help comfort him even when he fusses or complains about it.
      

      	
        Be firm about the nap time and bedtime routine. When your child cries or whines about having to go to sleep, minimize arguing with him. Remember, despite their adorable little faces, toddlers are tireless negotiators and will take every inch they can get. Changing the topic or distracting your child is one of the best tools to help your child refocus on rest. Often, your toddler will resist bedtime even when he is lying down in his crib, only to fall asleep a few minutes later. When my toddlers complained about nap time, I often told them that nap time was a house rule because Mommy was tired and needed a nap. They had a difficult time arguing with that! They also realized they would not be missing out on anything if I was resting at the same time.
      

      	
        Recreate your toddler’s typical bedtime routine and sleep environment when your day is disrupted by travel, holidays, visitors, etc. Remember to take your child’s preferred stuffed animal/doll and a favorite blanket with you. Using white noise, singing familiar songs, and reading a favorite book can easily remain a part of your child’s bedtime routine, regardless of your location.
      

      	
        If your child has a caregiver, communicate the sleep routine to them. Ask for regular feedback on your child’s sleep habits when in their care.
      

      

      

      A consistent sleep routine will have a positive impact on your entire family. As you use the tips outlined in this chapter, you will help your toddler sleep better and ease your own stress about getting your toddler to sleep.
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      As a mother of four, I know how frustrating it can be when your child resists bedtime or wakes in the middle of the night. Many parents approach me with questions about their children’s sleep habits, and the most common questions I receive are related to toddlers falling asleep and staying in bed. Maybe you have implemented a sleep routine consistently but feel like there’s a step missing. Once your children are in bed and you sink into the couch to relax after a long day, are you often interrupted two minutes later by the pitter-patter of little footsteps and a timid voice saying, “Mama”? Do you hear your toddler repeatedly crying or calling out to you through the baby monitor?

      Helping your toddler fall asleep is one thing; helping him stay asleep is another. Believe me, I know—one of my sons used to sing for a full hour before he fell asleep. I still have a voice recording of him singing “The Twelve Days of Christmas” during his nap time even though it was in the middle of July! Another of my sons used to come downstairs from his room when he couldn’t sleep. My little ninja would sneak up behind me when I was reading on the couch and scare the living daylights out of me. Yet another son had chronic night terrors for years. As for their sister, based on the loud noises we heard, I am certain she did gymnastics in her bed after we closed the door and turned off the lights. Despite these challenges, my children learned to fall asleep on their own and go back to sleep independently. Sleep aids, like the ones I discuss below, were key to making this happen.

      Once your baby reaches the twelve-month mark, he is no longer considered a baby. However, some of the sleep aids that work for babies also apply to toddlers: sleep sacks, pacifiers, a dark room, a sleep training clock, and white noise. By incorporating these into your toddler’s bedtime routine, you will create a soothing sleep environment for your child.

      SLEEP SACKS

      I am a huge fan of sleep sacks, also known as wearable blankets. Sleep sacks were an integral part of our bedtime routine for years when our children were babies and toddlers, and there’s no mystery why—being tucked into a cozy wearable sleeping bag does sound quite nice. (Honestly, if they made them in adult sizes, I might use one myself!) Remember, many of the things that a baby craves still apply to your toddler. Both find comfort in wearing a sleep sack. Although toddlers are too big to swaddle, a sleep sack still gives them the feeling of being wrapped up and secure.

      Your toddler will begin to associate his sleep sack with sleeping when you make it part of his bedtime routine. When my children were toddlers, I put on their sleep sacks immediately following the diaper change or potty time. I would then read a book to my toddler while he was in his sleep sack which helped him relax and transition to sleep mode.

      Another benefit of the sleep sack is that it will deter your child from climbing out of his crib. Although it won’t stop him from trying, it will require more effort on his part. Using a sleep sack for your toddler may extend the weeks or months that he is sleeping in a crib, which you might prefer if it gives you a sense of security.

      Many sleep sacks are adjustable and will serve your child from babyhood through toddlerhood. They are available in a wide range of sizes, fabrics, and colors. Or, if you are crafty or know someone who sews, consider buying fabric and making your own. I am fortunate to have a mother who sews, but I found reasonably-priced sleep sacks online as well. If you can find a color or design your child likes, it will make bedtime more appealing to him. My youngest son, for instance, loved wearing his sleep sack with trucks on it, and it made the transition to nap time and bedtime a more pleasant experience for everyone.

      The sleep sacks my mother sewed for our children are now packed away as keepsakes, or maybe for future grandchildren. Recently, my youngest son was helping me clean out the closet, and he found the sleep sacks. He pulled out the fleece one with construction equipment printed on the fabric and said, “Oh, Mommy! I love this! Can I wear it tonight?” I smiled and said, “Oh, honey, it’s much too small for you.” He responded, “That’s okay, Mommy. I’ll save it for my babies.” The precious things our children say… I could barely see past the tears forming in my eyes.

      PACIFIERS

      Recently, I did an author presentation for a local moms group. Following the presentation, one of the parents asked me, “How long can you give your child the pacifier?” This is an excellent question and one many parents ask themselves.

      First, trust your judgment as the parent. Some children need a little extra comfort in stressful situations, such as going to the doctor, flying on an airplane, or getting shots. The pacifier can calm your toddler in those situations. It can also be an excellent tool to help your child fall asleep. Most toddlers just need to suck on the pacifier for a short time for comfort and will spit it out after they fall asleep.

      Second, do your research about what is safe and age-appropriate for your child. According to Dr. Harvey Karp, author of The Happiest Baby on the Block, “Pacis [pacifiers] can be a great emotional support for up to 1 to 3 years. Plus, pacifiers can be helpful for falling asleep and even during the day to relieve stress in little ones, like when they’re sick, starting daycare, or traveling to a new place. With that… as kids inch closer to 18 months, it makes sense to start reducing their pacifier access to just nighttime or other stressful situations.”⁠i If you choose to give your toddler a pacifier after, consider limiting the pacifier to occasional use such as only at nap time or bedtime. They will associate the pacifier with sleep time, and only sleep time, if you are consistent about setting and reinforcing the limits of when the pacifier will be used.

      With my own children, I limited pacifier use to nap time and bedtime, occasional airplane travel when air pressure would make them uncomfortable, and when driving through mountainous areas with elevation changes. In other situations, sometimes my children would reach for the pacifier or ask for it, and I would simply say no and reaffirm that the pacifier was for sleep time only. Toddlers understand more than when they were babies (even if they do not agree with you). I found the more my children walked, spoke, and interacted with others, the less they desired the comfort of a pacifier. I discovered that the more I gave my children a pacifier, the more my children asked for it, which is why I limited it to sleep time as early as I could. Think of other items that bring your child comfort, such as a favorite toy, a sippy cup, a small snack, or a book to take his focus off the desire for a pacifier.

      If you are concerned about your toddler’s pacifier use, consult your pediatrician. Every child is unique, and for some toddlers, using a pacifier occasionally to self-soothe may be just fine. Keep in mind that the older your child is, the more likely he will be to develop an emotional attachment to his pacifier, which might make it more difficult to break the habit later. That said, I did not have any trouble weaning each of my children off the pacifier during their toddler years.

      When should you wean your child off the pacifier? By now I have stressed that it is a personal decision; however, I recommend limiting the pacifier for naps and nighttime sleep once your baby is six to twelve months old. You must weigh the pacifier’s effect on your child’s speech development, dental health, and oral hygiene, and balance those with the comfort your baby derives from his pacifier.

      Once your child can crawl and walk and use his hands to grab things and play, pacifiers deter your child from making sounds and talking. Your toddler may be less likely to communicate verbally with you or improve his verbal communication skills if he has a pacifier in his mouth. If your toddler is learning to speak, “talking around a pacifier may also limit their opportunities to talk, distort their speech, and cause their tongue to unnaturally flatten at rest. One recent study found that pacifier use was associated with various developmental dental issues, although the severity depended upon other factors such as the duration and frequency of pacifier use.⁠ii

      The American Academy of Pediatric Dentistry recommends stopping pacifier use before age three to avoid dental problems. When a toddler sucks on a pacifier (or his thumb or finger), it could affect the shape of his mouth or his teeth alignment. However, the bite will correct itself if he stops before his permanent teeth come in which is usually around age five or six.⁠iii Professionals find some negative dental effects from pacifier use after two years of age, but primarily, these occur after four years of age.⁠iv

      The number of germs spread when a toddler drops the pacifier and puts it back in his mouth, or touches things and then touches the pacifier, was enough to convince me to limit it to sleep time. In addition, if your toddler is susceptible to ear infections, eliminating the pacifier could help. In one study, children who did not use pacifiers had a thirty-three percent lower incidence of middle ear infections.⁠v

      Wash the pacifier well at least once a day with hot, soapy water, and make sure no residue remains. Using a pacifier strap can prevent the pacifier from falling on the floor, but these straps become dirty. Wash the pacifier strap the same way you wash the pacifier. Always replace the pacifier and the straps when they look worn.

      DARK ROOM

      Keeping the room where your toddler sleeps dark for naps and nighttime is one of the key ingredients to a good sleep routine. A study funded by the National Institute of Health found that “preschool-aged children are highly sensitive to light exposure in the hour before bedtime and suggest the lighting environment may play a crucial role in the development and the maintenance of behavioral sleep problems through impacts on the circadian timing system.” This study found that exposure to light before bedtime can cause a child’s melatonin level to decrease, although some children may be more sensitive to light than others.⁠vi

      What is melatonin, and why is it important? Melatonin is a hormone produced by your brain in response to darkness.⁠vii Melatonin helps circadian rhythms, which affect sleep patterns.⁠viii Circadian rhythms are physical, mental, and behavioral changes that follow a twenty-four-hour cycle and respond primarily to light and dark.⁠ix By dimming the lights and turning off screens an hour before bedtime, you are limiting your child’s exposure to light and encouraging his body’s normal production of melatonin. If you create an environment that promotes sleep, you will help your child sleep better and longer.

      Turning off the light and closing the door are great starts to darkening your child’s room. You can also use blackout curtains or blinds to limit or block unnecessary light, especially for daytime naps, to promote better and longer sleep. Your toddler may resist these rituals as he grows out of the baby stage, but do not be afraid to push back—your toddler needs rest, and he will not sleep as well in a dim room with the door open. Toys, noise, movement, and other daily household occurrences will distract him. If your toddler continues to fuss about a dark room, you can use a small night-light that gives off minimal light but still provides him some comfort. If your child is getting out of bed and turning on the light after you leave the room, you may need to be creative. One wise mom I know removed the light bulb from the light fixture in her daughter’s room to stop her daughter from switching the light back on. Problem solved.

      There are conflicting views on keeping your child’s door closed, but in my experience, you will both sleep better if your toddler has a quiet place free from distractions. If you leave the door open, he is likely to see that as an invitation to come out of his room and try to engage with you. If he can see light or movement, or hear noises with the door open, it will distract your toddler and can affect his ability (or willingness) to fall asleep or go back to sleep. An open door can also signal to a child that the communication lines with you are still open and that if he cries or yells for you one more time, you might respond. Keeping your child’s door closed will help you avoid distractions from your child’s movements and noises, and will make it less likely for you to run into his room at every sound you hear. At night, you will both sleep better when you close the door to his room.

      Safety is another reason to keep your child’s bedroom door closed when he sleeps. In addition to having a smoke alarm in your child’s room, keeping your child’s door closed is a simple precaution to slow the spread of a house fire in the unlikely event it happens to you. The UL Fire Safety Research Institute even launched a fire safety campaign called Close Before You Doze to encourage people to close their bedroom doors before going to sleep. According to a joint report from the U.S. Fire Administration and the Federal Emergency Management Agency, about half of home fire deaths result from fires reported between the hours of 11 p.m. and 7 a.m. This study found that during a fire’s spread, closed-door rooms had average temperatures of less than 100 degrees Fahrenheit, while open-door rooms had average temperatures of over 1,000 degrees Fahrenheit.⁠x A house fire is the last thing you want to think about as a parent, so for what it’s worth, close the bedroom doors!

      It is likely your child will resist the door being closed at some point—don’t all toddlers love testing the limits? If you remain firm and reassure your toddler that he sleeps better with the door closed, he will probably give up the fight to keep the door open. Remind him that you are always close and that he is not alone.

      SLEEP TRAINING CLOCK

      The sleep training clock was first recommended to me by another mom who struggled with her toddlers waking very early. It is simply a digital clock with a large number display. You can program the display to light up at a set time. Some older toddlers may begin to develop a basic understanding of time of day (morning, afternoon), but the skills needed to read a digital or analog clock generally develop once children are in school, usually between the ages of five and seven. The sleep training clock is an effective and simple way to help your child learn what time is acceptable in your household to start the day. Even if he stays in his crib and sings or plays, you can help your child learn to stay in bed, be quiet, or stay in his room (whatever your desired goal is) by using the light on the clock. The light helps your child develop a wake routine in the morning, which will save you having to go into your child’s room every morning to tell him it’s too early to get up.

      Most of these clocks have multiple features, such as different light effects, colors, and music. For example, my daughter started waking around 6 a.m. when she was between two and three years of age. The rest of our family was not ready to be up at that hour, so we set the light on her clock for 6:30 a.m. Occasionally she would go back to sleep if the purple light on her clock was not on, but usually my daughter played in her crib, sang songs, and talked to her stuffed animals while watching for the purple light on her clock.
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