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Introduction


Becoming a mum or a dad is a life-changing experience. It’s the most rewarding and challenging job you’ll ever do in your life, and definitely the most important, because your input now will affect your toddler’s ongoing approach to life.


Children come with no instructions and while it’s possible to parent perfectly well without help from other people, sometimes it’s possible to feel stuck or unsure about how best to deal with toddlers, who can present a wide-ranging set of challenges! So we’ve put together the best up-to-date advice and practical tips to help you handle your toddler’s tantrums, nurture their wellbeing and have fun.
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As a parent you hold your child’s hand for a short time, but their heart forever. This means that your influence is enormous – everything you say and do is being absorbed by your little one as a demonstration of how to do things, from getting dressed in a particular order to dealing with arguments successfully. At the same time, your toddler is also beginning to assert his independence for the first time, and will behave in ways that you might find very challenging.


That’s where this book comes in. It will help you see the world through your toddler’s eyes and understand what makes him behave in the way that he does, which will go a long way towards helping you deal empathically with him in any situation. We suggest lots of simple, practical tools to help you deal positively with difficult behaviour, many of which can solve the trickiest of problems in just a few minutes a day.


If you have ever felt that your toddler, not you, controls family life, this book will put you back in the driving seat and enable you to enjoy being the kind of parent you want to be.


Lorraine Thomas








1 Parent taming





Being a parent is the most important job you’ll ever do – and the most challenging. Every parent knows just how stressful it can be when your toddler screams and shouts to get his own way and you end up doing the same. His behaviour – and yours – is, however, perfectly normal.


Parents have tantrums too


It’s normal for a toddler to ‘throw a wobbly’ and flex his muscles. It’s a natural part of his growing up and your development as a parent. What’s interesting is that the majority of mums and dads have tantrums at one time or another too. In the parenting workshops that I regularly run, around nine out of ten parents admit to shouting at their children, saying things they later regret and feeling guilty. Most say that they lose their temper when their toddler is throwing a tantrum in public or in the evenings when they find it most difficult to stay calm themselves. This is because when we’re feeling tired and under pressure, we have far less patience and little things can bring out the worst in us, meaning that small incidents can escalate into major wars.
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Yelling. Throwing toys. Stamping. That’s me, not them! #guiltymum












This demonstrates how the key to having a brilliantly behaved toddler is having a brilliantly behaved parent. You are and always will be your child’s most powerful role model and every day is an opportunity for you to make a real difference in his life. But remember too that you’re only human. So when you’re setting expectations around standards of behaviour, make sure you don’t set the bar so high that you make it easy for yourself to fail, which will then lead to you feeling guilty. There’s no such thing as the perfect child – or parent!
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Parenting sometimes feels like mountaineering – it’s exhausting, relentless, and occasionally you’ll stumble. So reach out for help from your fellow climbers; their support can make all the difference.





Holding up a mirror


Your behaviour is the most important factor in teaching your toddler how to behave. He holds up a mirror to you. Take a close look into it and you’ll see that both the things you love about your child’s behaviour and the things you find most challenging have their roots in you. So while you can’t wave a magic wand over your child and change his behaviour, you can begin today to make changes in the way that you behave and in the way that you respond to him. Changing your behaviour will bring about positive changes in your toddler’s behaviour too. If you are a calm and positive parent who rises to challenges, you’re likely to have a child who behaves like that too.



You’re in charge


You probably feel that your toddler knows just what to say or do to make you lose your cool. He knows which buttons to press – you may be determined not to react in a particular way, but somehow he seems to know how to make you act like that despite your good intentions. It’s at times like this that parents sense that their toddler is in the driving seat and has somehow gained control. Your toddler throws a tantrum and you react to it, without having time to think about what’s happening in the heat of the moment. What’s happening here is that you have fallen into the trap of acting your toddler’s age, instead of your own, and effectively there are now two toddlers having a tantrum!


It is easy to be calm, in control and positive when things are going well in family life, but it’s much harder when you are tired or stressed or your child is being particularly challenging. The first step to being calmer is to believe you can do it. If you think you can, you will. If you think you can’t – you’ll be absolutely right about that too. It isn’t easy. It takes real strength, energy and commitment to decide to stay calm in stressful situations. Like lots of things about being a parent, this skill isn’t learned in an instant; you may have to work at it on a daily basis. But the more you practise, the easier it becomes.


Lower the volume


It’s natural for parents to raise their voices and shout to be heard. The TV may be on, the washing machine spinning, and a bunch of noisy toys may be in play. As your child gets louder and louder, you may find that you do too, in an effort to be heard over all the noise. But raising your voice and shouting raises your stress levels and often doesn’t work, because as you increase your volume, your child might raise his too. If you get into the habit of using tone instead of volume, you’ll be much more effective. Instead of shouting, get down to your child’s level and look him in the eye. Lower the tone of your voice and sound decisive. He’ll soon learn to use tone instead of volume too.









Top tips for parenting toddlers




	Believe in yourself. If you believe you can handle your toddler’s tantrums well, you will.


	Get out. Plan at least one fun activity that will take you away from home.


	Go with your gut instinct. Watch out for the warning signs before a full-blown tantrum occurs, and create a diversion.


	Don’t rush in. Commit to be calm, take a deep breath and count to three. Focus on your breathing as you decide how you want to deal with his tantrum.


	Take control of the situation.


	Act like a parent, not a child. You can’t change your toddler’s behaviour by shouting, but you can by setting a good example.


	When you look at your toddler, see the child you love. See a child learning to be independent – not being deliberately difficult.


	Stop giving attention to behaviour you want to discourage. Behaviour that gets attention, gets repeated.


	Don’t take anything he does or says personally. This is about him learning to be independent. It’s not about you.


	Don’t frown – smile! It has been scientifically proven to make you feel better.












Condensed idea


Keep calm and act your age, not your toddler’s!






2 The dos and don’ts of discipline



Good, positive discipline is a vital part of your toddler’s life and it’s important to have it there from the word go. If the ‘terrible twos’ is a dress rehearsal for the teenage years, then getting into good habits now will benefit you and your child for years to come.

The meaning of discipline

Discipline is a very positive concept. While the positive word ‘discipline’ can sometimes be confused with the negative word ‘punishment’, they are in fact very different. Discipline is about providing a clear and practical framework within which your toddler can grow and develop.

The word discipline comes from the Latin word meaning ‘teaching’ and, as a parent, you are your child’s most important teacher. In these crucial early years your toddler is totally dependent on you, learning everything about life from what you say and what you do. You start off with a blank slate and it’s up to you to decide what life lessons you want your little disciple to learn and the best way to teach her. This will include how to behave, how to develop relationships with other people and how to be a valuable member of your family and the world. It’s a huge and exciting responsibility.
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Thought we agreed on everything to do with discipline. Forget same page – not even in same book! #mum&dad








You are the managing director

You’ll already be doing a lot of things well when it comes to discipline and setting boundaries, but it’s essential to build on these strengths. Mums and dads are good at giving themselves a hard time about what they don’t do and rarely step back to acknowledge what they achieve on a daily (even hourly basis). As a parent, you’re the managing director of the most important company in the world – your family. You make great decisions about all kinds of issues – strategy, logistics, budgets, personnel issues, health, safety – and crisis management. You probably take all that for granted because you don’t have time to stop and think. But it’s important to acknowledge what you achieve, as it will give you perspective. Often we focus on the bits of family life that aren’t quite working and forget all the bits that are. Discipline is really about strategy – about having a plan. You have all the skills, experience and personal qualities you need to make it a success. You just need to stand back a little, focus on your strengths and take the time to decide what you want for your family.
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Think of discipline as a game of chess: if you have a strategy, you stand a better chance of winning.




Two parents, one message

Before you had your son or daughter, you and your partner probably thought that you agreed on everything to do with being a parent. But now your toddler is here, you may well be finding that actually you have very different ideas on a day-to-day level. Discipline is often an area where parents have different beliefs about what they want to achieve and the best ways to go about achieving it. So if this is your experience, be reassured that it is totally normal. You may feel very unsure about the ‘rules’ here. Children don’t arrive with an instruction booklet – you have to learn on the job. Every phase of your child’s life will bring with it new experiences and challenges to handle, and you will develop your own parenting style as you go along. Your style is likely to be different from your partner’s, and in some areas, that’s fine. However, if you want to have a brilliantly behaved toddler who feels secure as she develops, it’s essential that you and your partner have a consistent approach to discipline. Remember that you’re a team and you need to find a way to work together, so be prepared to negotiate and compromise. If you don’t, your child won’t know whether she is coming or going and can’t really be held responsible for acting inconsistently herself. If you and your partner live apart, make sure you’re still following the same approach to discipline; if your toddler spends time in different homes getting different messages, she will become anxious and confused.





Start with the basics

Knowing the basic rules in discipline is the first step to achieving a successful relationship with your toddler.

Do…


	think: discipline = framework, security and nurturing

	be positive about discipline. If you are, your toddler will be too

	believe that discipline is a creative tool to energize family life

	say what you mean – and mean what you say

	give attention to behaviour you want to encourage

	remember your ABC – Always Be Consistent

	go with your gut instinct – you’re the expert on your toddler



Don’t…


	think: discipline = punishment, rules and nagging

	be negative about discipline. If you are, you toddler will be too

	regard discipline as something that restricts family life

	make idle threats and false promises. They don’t work

	give attention to behaviour you want to discourage

	keep moving the goalposts

	be influenced by others and what they do








Be positive about discipline

If you’re positive about discipline, your toddler will grow up being positive too. When you are developing your ideas on discipline for your toddler – and finding out what works and what doesn’t – you’re being a very positive parent. Throughout this process, you’ll be making important decisions. In this book, we’ll be offering you lots of useful, practical and relevant tools for use in all sorts of everyday family situations. But you’re the expert – so what’s really important is that you look at what’s available and decide for yourself which ones are right for you and your toddler. Put them in your toolbox, adapt them to suit you, and make them work for you.

Condensed idea

Every toddler needs positive discipline to learn how to behave







3 Setting boundaries





Setting boundaries is an essential part of healthy family discipline, and whether we are adults or children we all need them. They give our lives structure and order and they also show your child that you care about her and what she is doing.


From toddler to teenager


Setting effective boundaries and sticking to them in the face of adversity is a challenge every parent has to face, at every stage of their child’s development. Your little daughter may be stamping her feet because she doesn’t want you to switch off the TV or go to bed. But it won’t be long – and the years will rush past like an express train – before you have a teenager who is arguing about turning off her computer or refusing to go to bed before you do. If you set the precedent by putting boundaries in place now, you’ll find it easier to set new ones as your child gets older.


Don’t let the toddler set the rules


Keeping to your boundaries is where the rubber really hits the road. All children buck against rules to some extent and may push your boundaries to the limit. This is a normal part of growing up and learning to be independent, but it may also represent one of your biggest challenges. Being a parent is tough. We all want our children to grow up with the confidence to have a strong sense of self and to be independent, but when a toddler demonstrates those very qualities, we can find them really difficult to cope with. So as you are deciding when to put your boundary plan into action, choose a time that’s good for you. In order to make this work, you need to be feeling as positive and energized as possible, so only attempt to address boundary issues when you’ve got time and energy; not, for instance, after a stressful day at work.


Even with the best will in the world, it’s hard to be calm and stand your ground when your toddler is screaming and you’re feeling tired and stressed. In these situations it can be tempting to ignore some naughty behaviour ‘just this once’. But while that may solve the problem in the short-term, you’ll be making your life much harder in the long-term.








How to set boundaries that work


The following checklist will help you set clear boundaries and make them work:




	Focus on one boundary at a time. Decide what you want to make your priority: early mornings, bedtimes, TV, sleep and so on. Don’t try to set new boundaries for everything at once.


	Be specific about what you want to achieve. Instead of saying ‘I want Jamila to be in bed earlier than she is at the moment’, for example, say ‘I want Jamila to be in bed by 6.30 p.m.’


	Focus on the benefits of making it work – for you, your toddler and the rest of the family.


	Be clear and use positive language with your toddler about what you want her to do. Tell her and show her.


	Make sure your partner and other significant adults are sending the same message.


	Take a reality check. Step into your toddler’s shoes and make sure that what you’re expecting of her is realistic.


	Believe you can make each boundary work.













Your role and behaviour


There are four important things to remember when setting boundaries: parents need to be realistic; detached; and consistent – and children always respond to attention. You can use a toddler’s love of attention constructively here by giving your child specific praise for keeping the boundary. If you tell her exactly what it is that she is doing well, she will carry on doing it. Motivate her by using praise, stickers or star charts, and don’t give her attention for behaviour you want to discourage. Be realistic by remembering that your toddler is a very little person and she has to work hard at this; acknowledge what she may or may not be able to do. Lastly, don’t take anything she does as a comment on yourself – it’s about her learning to be independent, not about you. Be consistent in implementing any boundary and make sure that your child knows exactly what’s expected and what the rules are. For instance, instead of saying ‘Don’t get out of bed’, say: ‘Now I have tucked you in, I want you to stay in bed.’ Make the rules as clear as possible; rather than saying something vague such as ‘You’ve seen enough TV now – it’s time to turn if off’, say: ‘We always turn off the TV after watching Teletubbies.’ Steer away from using negative rules, as these only encourage bad behaviour (by suggesting what your toddler can do to provoke a reaction). For instance, rather than saying ‘Don’t throw your food’, say: ‘Try hard to keep your food on your spoon.’ If you can maintain a new boundary for at least seven days (often much less), you will notice a significant difference in your toddler’s behaviour.
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Using ‘time out’


Don’t be surprised if your toddler occasionally forgets where the boundaries are and steps over them. ‘Time out’ is a simple, practical and effective tool you can use in these situations. Identify a safe location with no distractions (so she will be bored enough to think about what just happened). A bean bag in the hall or the bottom step of the staircase work well, but don’t ever refer to these as the ‘naughty’ chair or step. Ask your toddler to sit there for several minutes (make this appropriate to her age – perhaps three minutes for a three-year-old) and explain that this is so that both of you have time to think about what’s happened. You’re creating a space to reflect on how you want to respond to your child’s behaviour, from a position of feeling calm and in control. Most importantly of all, remember that the time it’s most important to love your child is the very time she makes it most difficult to do so.
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Someone’s moved the bedtime boundary. Gone AWOL. Sure I put it in a safe place yesterday. #familyopenallhours












Condensed idea


Strong boundaries help family life run more smoothly








4 Tuning into tantrums





You are the expert on your toddler and once you begin to tune in to what makes your child tick, you’ll begin to understand what makes him explode. Then you can look out for the warning signs and develop your own tailor-made strategies to deal with challenging moments.


Step into your toddler’s trainers


Take a look at the world through your toddler’s eyes for a few minutes now and then, and you’ll begin to understand something of what’s going through his mind. Unlike you, your toddler lives only in the moment – he really doesn’t consider the past or future. All that’s important to him is what’s happening here and now. That’s why when he wants something, he wants it immediately – and he will let you know it. He is in an exciting new world with lots of exploring to do and he needs your help to do this. At the same time, there are certain basic things he needs to keep him happy, just as you do.


What makes you both happy?


Think about the times that your toddler seems to be in his happiest state and what you do to bring that about. Being a parent is an art, not a science, but there are definite things that you can do to nurture your child’s contentment. Your toddler is likely to be at his happiest, most content and fun when he is energized, has been fed, is engaged in an activity he enjoys and is getting your attention for behaving well. Toddlers are really quite easy to please. Just like you, he functions best when he has had a good sleep, has a full tummy, is doing something he’s interested in and is getting encouragement.
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Watch out for the warning signs


When your toddler is not happy, you’ll soon sense it. Go with your intuition; it’s likely that you’re already picking up some of the warning signs – usually that he’s becoming tired, bored, hungry or frustrated. As soon as you spot signs of one of these ‘big four’, take action to stop a tiny turn from becoming a full-blown tantrum. Your toddler will be sending you a message loud and clear. If he’s hungry, feed him; if he’s getting tired, let him sleep or move to a less demanding activity. If he’s frustrated, try to work out why, and help him. If he’s bored, help him to move to a new activity. When you sense that trouble is brewing but there’s no identifiable reason, try distracting him with a fun activity; he’ll usually forget what he wanted to make a fuss about.










[image: Tweet:]




Toddler time bomb ticking… #dadtakingcover












Parent-induced tantrums


It’s not surprising that some toddlers throw their toys out of the pushchair if a parent has decided to pop out to the shops before feeding them. If your toddler is tired and hungry, a tantrum is likely to occur. So be careful that you don’t create stressful situations through your own actions. If there are certain things you do that commonly result in a tantrum, think about how you might do them differently and pay special attention to what your toddler is trying to tell you. Even if you are both feeling stressed, listen to what your toddler is saying and take practical steps to help him get to a calmer place. If you reduce his stress levels, you will be reducing yours too. Build regular meals and routines into his day, and give him a mixture of times to be active and times to rest and recharge his batteries. Also, remember that it works both ways – you will find your toddler most demanding when you are tired and hungry. So make sure you look after yourself too.


Keep reminding yourself that life can be frustrating for a toddler. He wants to be independent and to show you that he can be, but at the same time he can’t perform physical tasks as quickly as he wants to. He also has enthusiastic but limited means of communication, so tune in to what your toddler is trying to tell you and learn to take the word ‘no’ in your stride. Be realistic in your expectations, too: toddlers get bored very easily as they have a very limited attention span (a two-year-old has an attention span of just two minutes and a four-year-old just four minutes). This one of the key reasons for toddler explosions. Eventually your toddler will learn to keep himself occupied, but at the moment that’s your job. Above all, remember that in every family there are always lots of things going on and a toddler won’t always get it right.








The power of ignorance


Attention is the key to understanding what makes your toddler tick and shaping his behaviour in the way that you want. Behaviour that gets attention gets repeated, so be sure only to give your attention fully to behaviour that you would like to see again. Your toddler is desperate for your attention – ideally, positive attention. If you can, try to catch him ‘red-handed’ doing something good. Make sure you use specific descriptive praise when he is doing something you want him to do (describe what you see so that he knows exactly what it is you like). Your toddler is then much more likely to repeat that behaviour.


However, if a toddler can’t get positive attention, negative attention will do (any attention is better than no attention). If he is doing something you don’t want him to do, you might imagine the best way to deal with it is to tell him to stop. But in all likelihood, you’ll find that he does it again. Unintentionally your behaviour will have produced the opposite effect to the one you want, as you’re sending your toddler the message that if he keeps doing what he’s doing, he’ll keep getting your attention. That’s what he wants, so, according to his logic, it makes sense to keep doing it. You’ve lost, he’s won.


Toddlers really don’t like being ignored. If it is safe and possible, give your toddler no attention for behaviour you want to discourage. Learn when to let things go without comment. Your toddler will soon get the message that behaving in this way doesn’t achieve what he wants.









Condensed idea


Once you tune in to what makes your toddler tick and explode, you’ll be a master tantrum tamer








5 Toddlers aren’t perfect





There’s no such thing as the perfect toddler – or perfect parent – and that’s as it should be, because otherwise family life would be very dull. In fact, much of a toddler’s most extreme and challenging behaviour is totally ‘normal’ and experienced by most parents.


Don’t compare toddlers


You only have to take a look around the park, or nursery, or supermarket to see that what one parent considers normal and tolerable toddler behaviour is very different from another’s. You might see young children behaving in a way that you would find totally unacceptable in your little one – but their parents aren’t batting an eyelid. If you think about it, you’ll probably find that, in fact, what you accept as normal and tolerable varies from day to day. Just like your toddler, you probably have good days and bad days. If you’re feeling positive, you rise serenely to the challenges of toddler behaviour, but if you’re stressed, you probably don’t. Toddlers have very strong willpower and if your toddler sees a chink in your armour, she’ll make the most of it.


Love your toddler for the person she is. She’ll be different from her siblings and any of your friends’ children. Enjoy her individuality and try not to judge her behaviour against the behaviour of other toddlers.


Be positive about your skills


Parents of toddlers can find themselves feeling negative about their parenting skills. This will probably be because your expectations of your toddler’s behaviour – and your own – are unrealistic. It’s normal for mums and dads to perceive themselves as failing because they struggle with their toddler’s behaviour; parenting a toddler is one of the toughest jobs you’ll ever do, but luckily you’ll get daily practice. Recognize the enormity of what you have already achieved and don’t underestimate the challenge of the mountain you have yet to climb.


Me, me, me!


It’s normal for your toddler to want your attention and object to being ignored, because she believes that she is the most important person in the universe. If a toddler wants something, she wants it immediately. Toddlers do very little thinking and certainly don’t pause to weigh up the pros and cons. They aren’t interested in negotiation, because they just want action. That’s why your toddler is likely to stamp her feet and shout to get what she wants. Listening to reason is not a toddler strength and at the same time her sheer determination to be independent might be quite daunting. Your toddler may refuse to be fed or dressed or be helped into her pushchair – even if she is too young to do it herself.


[image: ]


Toddlers are born active. Forget going to the gym – you have your very own personal trainer. They’re also naturally messy and it’s what they do well (I’ve never met a tidy toddler and don’t expect to!). So don’t expect perfectly tidy rooms, but do encourage your toddler to tidy up her room with you, perhaps talking about her clothes and toys as you do so.


Your toddler needs your constant attention. Always remember that she has little concept of danger and even the most sensible toddler will sometimes act on impulse. Her behaviour will be affected by all sorts of things, from the kind of mood you are in today to any slight changes in her routine. She’ll demonstrate extremes of behaviour whenever she is very happy, upset, worried or stressed. And, yes, she will change her mind all the time – you’re not going mad when you think this. She really does love bananas, red socks and toothbrushes one moment and hate them the next.
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