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Welcome to the Everything® Parent’s Guide


As a Parent, you’re swamped with conflicting advice and parenting techniques that tell you what is best for your child. THE EVERYTHING® PARENT’S GUIDES get right to the point about specific issues. They give you the most recent, up-to-date information on parenting trends, behavior issues, and health concerns—providing you with a detailed resource to help you ease your parenting anxieties.


THE EVERYTHING® PARENT’S GUIDES are an extension of the bestselling Everything® series in the parenting category. These family-friendly books are designed to be a one-stop guide for parents. If you want authoritative information on specific topics not fully covered in other books, THE EVERYTHING® PARENT’S GUIDES are the perfect resource to ensure that you raise a healthy, confident child.


Visit the entire Everything® series at www.everything.com




THE EVERYTHING® PARENT’S GUIDE TO Tantrums



Dear Reader,


As a preschool teacher, I knew firsthand the challenges of responding to a child’s temper tantrum. I know that parents also find temper tantrums a behavior that they have difficulty coping with in a patient and positive manner. It is easy to become frustrated and embarrassed when your child is kicking and screaming in the center aisle of the supermarket. Maybe you have even begun to doubt your parenting skills.


You have probably found that there is not a cookie-cutter solution to such a complex and changing behavior. What is right for one child or situation may not be right for another. What you have sought is a practical guide that helps you understand your own child’s tantrums and gives you concrete strategies. You will find this book is just that, a guide for you to help your child develop skills for coping with the disappointment and frustrations in life that we all experience.
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TANTRUMS


The only book you need to
prevent outbursts, avoid public scenes,
and help your child stay calm




Joni Levine, M.Ed.
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Dedication


To my grandmother, she believed, she knew, I won’t forget.
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tem’per tan’trum [image: ] n. 1. An uncontrolled outburst of emotion. Temper tantrums are sometimes referred to as fits or meltdowns and are a common behavior during childhood. Temper tantrums may include verbal outbursts, physical outbursts, or both.




Acknowledgments


I would like to express my appreciation to the many people
who helped me or supported me during this project.


First, a special note of thanks for my steadfast proofreader,
Beth Crowley, and content reviewer Helen South.


I am grateful for the many child development experts and child care providers who provided valuable anecdotes, resources, and feedback. Thank you Debbie Trouth, Sharon Drake, Sheila Milnes, Mattie Kendrick, Michelle Kindall, Susan Smith, Janiece Reid, Sandy Pelligrine, Tanya Albright, Jean Herbison, Eileen Donahue Brittain, Ellen Kay Closs, Penny Melby, Janet Irwin, Sharon Lillo, Ruth Archambault, Maria Goddard, Jill Berkman, Ann Luscan, and all the ladies on the Delphi Forums.


Special thanks to my cheerleaders! Maurice Wimbish, Thespine Kouvalakis, Viola Jones, T. A. Wyner, my dear parents, Barry Levine, and Sonja Bridgwood. Additional thanks to my editor, Kate Burgo, and my agent, Barb Doyen.


* * *




Introduction


Good news: Temper tantrums are normal! Every parent can expect to encounter at least a few meltdowns as their child grows. Although temper tantrums are often frustrating and upsetting behaviors to deal with, temper tantrums are as common as skinned knees, muddy shoes, lost game pieces, bogeyman fears, and all of the other day-to-day challenges of raising a child.


More good news: Your child’s temper tantrums are not your fault! You have not caused your child to have temper tantrums, and it is not a reflection of your parenting ability. Even the children of child development experts have temper tantrums.


There is a lot of information about temper tantrums available. Unfortunately, that information is often very narrow and simplistic. This is the information that you will be likely to hear from TV, books, and even well-meaning friends and family. There are only three possible responses that are commonly mentioned: give in, punish, or ignore. The popular notion these days is that all children are motivated to have temper tantrums just for attention. If only it were that simple. The truth is that there are many possible reasons for your child’s temper tantrums. Your child is a complex, unique individual and her behavior cannot be explained by a one-size-fits-all, cookie-cutter approach. You will find that this book will help you understand your child better. You will learn a lot about the way that your child sees the world, the way that he feels, and what makes him tick. After all, you must understand your child’s behavior before you set out to change it.
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Give in, punish, or ignore? There must be more! And there is. The ideas and suggestions in this book go way beyond a quick fix. Yes, you will find specific real-life strategies for responding and coping with your child’s temper tantrums and emotional outbursts. In addition, you will discover how to promote your child’s emotional maturity and self-control.


Each time you respond to your child’s temper tantrum, you have an incredible opportunity. You can learn how to handle your child’s temper tantrums so that you can help your child to develop self-control. At some point, it will not be practical or possible for you to police your child in an attempt to guide or control his every move. If you use the strategies that you learn in this book, you will teach your child skills to independently manage her strong emotions of frustration and anger in the future.


This book will be your guide as your child grows. You will read about the common causes for temper tantrums for each stage of your child’s development. You will find coping strategies that are appropriate and relevant, based on the cause of your child’s temper tantrum.


You will also find advice on preventing temper tantrums, how to manage temper tantrums in special situations (at day care, while on a plane), and when to be concerned about your child’s behavior. You will also discover simple and fun activities that you can use with your child that will not only help diminish temper tantrums but will also teach him social, emotional, and cognitive skills that he will use for a lifetime!





CHAPTER 1



Understanding Temper Tantrums


Understanding what a temper tantrum is and what causes it is half the battle in dealing with it. You must understand your child’s behavior before you can try to change it. These emotional outbursts can be difficult to deal with and usually occur when you are least able to deal patiently with them. In this chapter, you will learn about what you can expect from your child’s behavior throughout different age groups and stages.


What Is a Temper Tantrum?


A temper tantrum is essentially an uncontrolled outburst of emotion. Temper tantrums are sometimes referred to as fits or meltdowns, and are a common behavior during childhood. Temper tantrums are especially common between the ages of two and four and are seen routinely in about 80 percent of all children. Temper tantrums may include verbal outbursts, physical outbursts, or both. Temper tantrum behavior will be different for every child. Additionally, you can expect to see your child’s tantrum behavior evolve as she grows. Common behaviors include crying and screaming, kicking, pouting, and hitting. These outbursts are generally quite intense, but fortunately, they do not last long. In fact, most temper tantrums begin to subside within the first minute and rarely last longer than five or ten minutes.
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Common Behaviors



Even if you have not witnessed a temper tantrum, you probably have a good idea of what one looks like. The way that each child behaves when she has a temper tantrum is as unique as she is. The truth is, there is not any typical or atypical temper tantrum behavior. Each child is different. Below, parents share with you some of their experiences with tantrums. None of these examples is unusual, and perhaps you will see a bit of your own child in them.


Younger Kids


There will be times when your toddler is so emotionally distraught that you will be unable to determine what has caused this latest meltdown. Here are some examples of toddler temper tantrums.




“When my son was about two years old, he was overtired and one night he just had a meltdown. I remember him running around the house crying and screaming. At one point he picked up one of those Rubbermaid step stools and whacked himself in the head with it!” Jamie B.


“When my daughter was about fifteen months, we went to one of the state parks in our area, and went swimming at the beach. When it was time to leave, my daughter had a major meltdown because she did not want to go. I would put her in the stroller, and she would climb out—undo the buckle and everything! I ended up carrying her to the car. She kept blocking me from buckling her in. Finally I got her in the car seat, and she was still crying and screaming. I drove most of the way home with her like that, until she just conked out and slept.” Jill B.


“We went to a local mall, and we were in the toy store. My two-year-old daughter started throwing a fit about wanting something. My husband and I both told her no and that if she did not stop, we were leaving. She did not stop. My husband was not done shopping, so I got the joy of carrying her through the mall to the exit. She was kicking and screaming the entire time.” Sharon D.


“One night, my son was so distraught because I left to go for a walk, that he waited by the front door for me. Well, my husband called me, as I had my cell phone, and told me that I had to come in the back door. Here my son had cried while he sat in the box we have for shoes at the front door and he eventually cried himself to sleep in the box!” Tanya.





Preschoolers


The preschooler now has some verbal skills for expressing his emotion, which sometimes makes things more challenging.




“My daughter’s worst temper tantrums are now peaking at age four. Before now, she usually just got mad. I would set her in her room, and tell her to come out when she felt like she could calm down and talk about it. Now I take her to her room, shut the door, and she bangs on the door, throws things around, and yells, ‘Let me out of here. Open the door? Aaarrrgggh!’ and so on. Repeatedly. And 90 percent of the time, it lasts about five minutes straight, and I will go in to find her asleep. She will try to tell me ‘grown-ups are supposed to let kids do what they want. If you make me go in my room, I will scream and cry because I am not happy.’ Most of her fits are about not getting to watch TV. That is her one hot button at four. Before this age, it was about fights with her friends. Now she’s doing really well with playing nicely and sharing.” Michelle K.


“My four-year-old is bossy to all the kids and she is downright demanding to me. Her tantrums are wild. We are at battle every day. It is so tiring. A lot of times I want to just give in and let her have her way just so there isn’t a constant fight. It seems that as soon as she has been turned down for one thing, she instantly thinks of the next thing that I will say no to. It makes me think she is intentionally looking for negative attention.” Belle R.


“My daughter is three and no matter what I say to her or how I say it, she has to say no. She always puts up a fight, and when she does not get what she wants, she starts to shriek.” Maria G.






Toddler Temper Tantrums



The toddler years are prime time for temper tantrums. Some parents report that their children began having temper tantrums as early as one year of age. However, tantrum behavior is not very common until the child is two years old. It is believed that as many as 20 percent of all two- and three-year-olds will have more than two temper tantrums a day.


Because your toddler does not possess much self-control, his temper tantrums are likely to be very intense. Once he becomes emotionally worked up, he may have a hard time calming down and regaining control. Children will have their own unique way of throwing a tantrum. You may see your toddler cry, hit, throw himself to the ground, screech, flail, or kick when he has a tantrum.
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Your toddler’s temper tantrums are not planned or intentional. There are many reasons why your toddler may have a temper tantrum, but all of the reasons stem from either environmental factors such as overstimulation or fatigue or from the natural development of your child’s cognitive, social, and emotional maturity.





Toddlers do not have temper tantrums out of spite! There are some common reasons for toddler temper tantrums.


Separation Anxiety


Although you may witness your child having a temper tantrum when you leave when she is as young as ten months of age, separation anxiety usually reaches its peak around age two and a half years. If your child has separation anxiety, she may be very clingy and may throw a tantrum whenever you try to leave her. Children with secure attachments do tend to have less difficulty with separation.



Egocentrism



When your child is egocentric, she will have a hard time seeing and understanding someone else’s perspective, and will think the world revolves around her. This results in temper tantrums about possession and sharing. Being egocentric also makes it difficult for children to negotiate and resolve conflicts with others, because they can see only their own point of view.


Autonomy


During the second and third years of his life, your child may begin to engage you in power struggles and display negativity as he starts to assert his growing independence and identity.


Lack of Language Skills


Without language skills, your toddler has limited ways to express her strong emotions. Unable to verbalize her frustration, she is more likely to lash out physically or burst into tears. Aggressive behaviors usually will diminish once a child acquires adequate language skills to use for conflict resolution.


Preschool Temper Tantrums


Although it is likely that your child will have temper tantrums through the preschool years, you should notice a decrease in frequency from the toddler years. Only about 10 percent of preschoolers will have more than two temper tantrums a day.


By the time he’s in preschool, your child has acquired some ability to use language and to recognize and manage his emotions. Therefore, the intensity of his temper tantrum behavior will diminish. However, your child is still prone to strong feelings of anger and frustration. When your preschooler has a temper tantrum, you may see him throw things, hold his breath, stomp, yell, or whine. Indeed, strong emotions can still play havoc with your preschool-aged child’s self-control. Your preschooler may still have temper tantrums because of separation anxiety and egocentrism.



Lack of Patience



Your preschooler still does not understand time concepts. She will have a hard time being patient and delaying gratification. When she wants something, she wants it now! Learning impulse control and patience to wait is a skill that your child will need to work on throughout her preschool years.


Frustration


Your child is acquiring many new motor, social, and cognitive skills. He has a need to feel competent and successful and, therefore, he often experiences frustration trying to do as well as the “big kids.” The more he tries to master new skills and adventures, the more times he’s bound to experience some failure. Young children need to learn to persevere and resist frustration.


Need for Attention


If you have been quick to respond to her pleas for rule changes, toys, and so forth by giving in to her demands, your child may begin to intentionally engage in tantrum behavior solely for the purpose of getting attention or something else that she wants. Temper tantrums can be a method either of attention getting or of manipulation.


School-Age Temper Tantrums


By the time your child enters school, temper tantrums will be less frequent; however, the occasional tantrums your child does have will still be troubling. When your school-aged child has a temper tantrum, it is unlikely he will flail about on the ground kicking and screaming. Rather, he may become defiant, sulk, swear, or become aggressive or destructive.


Your school-aged child has acquired a level of emotional maturity that should help her delay gratification and tolerate frustration more easily. Her improved cognitive abilities mean that she’s no longer egocentric, and that she has a rudimentary sense of right and wrong. However, there may be times when children this age still have difficulty managing their stronger feelings. They are most prone to having temper tantrums when there is a major change or stressful event in their life, such as a death in the family or the family’s moving to a new town.
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Generally, aggression, along with temper tantrum behavior, will decrease as your child matures. Instrumental aggression peaks at ages two and three and even intentional aggression usually declines by the age of eight.





There are some common reasons why your school-aged child may still have a temper tantrum. Your child may still resort to tantrum behavior if she has learned that this is an effective way to get what she wants. Manipulation temper tantrums may increase as your child ages. When your child enters school, her social relationships expand. Along with many newfound friends, your child may face struggles with teasing, social isolation, and peer pressure. As your school-ager becomes more competent and independent, you may see an increase in defiance and power struggles as she begins to question your wisdom and authority.


Fear as a Factor


One strong emotion that may become particularly troubling for both toddlers and preschoolers is fear. For some children, strong fears and anxieties may result in a temper tantrum. Again, temper tantrum behavior may be the way that they deal with this strong emotion. Extreme fear will evoke an instinctive fight-or-flight response in your child. When confronted with something that is scary, your child may try to run, or he may resort to screaming and kicking. He will do whatever he can to avoid what he fears.
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Because preschoolers do not yet have the cognitive skills to understand the difference between fact and fantasy, they will often become afraid of irrational or fictional things. Fears of the bogeyman, monsters, clowns, witches, and so forth are common during this time of your child’s development.





Respond with Empathy


Respond to your child’s fears with empathy and patience. Even her illogical fears feel very real to her. Avoid ridicule or punishment, as that will only serve to increase your child’s anxiety. Allow your child to approach what she is frightened of at her own pace. You can help her cope with fear by reassuring her and giving her some control over the situation. You can do this by saying, “I promise that I will keep you safe at the circus. I know that the clowns frighten you. Where do you feel is a safe and comfortable place to sit?” After a while, you might say something like, “We have been sitting very far away from the clowns. We have seen that they are silly and friendly. Do you think that you are ready to move a little bit closer?”


Read All about It


You may also wish to share some of the many picture books about dealing with fears. Sharing a story is a safe way to talk about what is frightening for your child. Through the story, your child will be able to see how other children have learned to manage their fears. A good book to start with is There’s a Nightmare in My Closet, by Mercer Mayer.



Take Action



Some parents discover that they can help their child conquer a fear by joining the child and taking imaginary action against the fear. This seems to work particularly well against fictional monsters, ghosts, bogeymen, and the like. Use a room deodorizer can to spray “monster repellent” in the closet. The fragrance can be tangible evidence. Go through the actions of locking the ghost up in a chest or box. Try asking your child to make a picture of what she is afraid of and then have her rip up the picture and throw it away or flush it down the toilet in a symbolic gesture. Assign a teddy bear or doll to stand watch over her if she is scared at night.
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Children learn through imitation. Your young toddler or preschooler will be aware of your fears and apprehensions. If they witness that you are afraid of something, they will be likely to be scared as well, even if they have never had direct exposure to what frightens you.





Temper Tantrum Myths


For most parents, parenting knowledge comes from two main sources: how they were raised and common knowledge gleaned from media and the advice of other well-meaning people. Some of this information will be useful, but at times, it may be based on outmoded views, different beliefs, and even faulty research. Not all of what you have heard about temper tantrums may be true.



Temper Tantrums Are Unhealthy



Wrong. Not only are temper tantrums normal, but also they serve a healthy purpose. For young children with limited language skills, these outbursts are often the only way to communicate their needs. In addition, temper tantrums provide your child with a much-needed outlet to vent their strong emotions of anger and frustration.


A Temper Tantrum–Prone Child Is a Bad Child


Wrong. Temper tantrums are not bad, and neither are the children who have them. Temper tantrums are not preplanned events. With rare exception, your child does not set out to willfully misbehave when he has a temper tantrum.
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You will surely receive a lot of advice on parenting and disciplining your child from well-meaning friends and family members. Some advice, indeed, will be valid and helpful. Just be sure to pick and choose what is appropriate for your individual child and situation.





Temper Tantrums Lead to Delinquency


There is no evidence to prove this. Most of your child’s temper tantrums are a result of developmental issues. If you help your child acquire self-control as she learns appropriate ways to express her strong emotions, you should expect her to become a happy and well-adjusted teen and adult.


You Are a Bad Parent Because Your Child Has Temper Tantrums


Wrong. There are many reasons why your child may have temper tantrums, and none of them is a reflection of your ability to parent. Even the children of child development experts have temper tantrums.



There Is Nothing You Can Do about Your Child’s Tantrums



If that were true, this book would not exist. Although you have not caused your child’s temper tantrums, there are many ways that you can prevent them. In addition, you can help your child to acquire the skills to express himself in a more appropriate fashion.


All Temper Tantrums Are for Manipulation


Wrong. This may be the most widely propagated myth. Many parenting books, and even well-meaning friends and family, will tell you to ignore your child when she has a temper tantrum. In fact, this is valid only for attention tantrums, which occur with minimal frequency in children older than three or four.


Responding to Your Child’s Tantrum Spoils Him


Wrong. For many temper tantrum situations, the most appropriate response is to respond with compassion and gently guide your child. This is particularly true for the frustration and emotional temper tantrums that are common for toddlers. When young children are out of control, they need you to patiently help them reestablish emotional control.
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Recent surveys show that 68 percent of parents still approve of spanking as an appropriate discipline technique. But research shows that spanking a child has been tied to an increase in reactive aggression and retaliation behaviors. Children who are spanked are more likely to lash out at other children who are aggressive toward them.





You Should Always Have Full Control over Your Child


Wrong. Helping your child gain control over his actions does not mean that you must have full control over him. You should not try to break a child’s spirit or will. Your ultimate goal is to help him become independent and able to regulate his own behavior, not depend on you to police his every move.


There Is One Right Way to Cope with Temper Tantrums


Parenting is never a one-size-fits-all endeavor. There are many strategies for coping with your child’s temper tantrums. What works for your child will be as unique as your child is. In fact, you are bound to discover that you need to be flexible, and as your child grows, you will need to adjust your response. You may even find that what worked last week does not work now. Flexibility is key.





CHAPTER 2



Temperament and Temper Tantrums


You thought you had parenting down to a fine art. After all, raising your first child was a breeze. She was a happy-go-lucky and very calm baby. She was friendly and sunny and temper tantrums were few and far between. Now, your second child has come along and turned your understanding of parenting on its ear. You are sure you’re doing exactly the same thing, but your second child seems so fussy and cranky all of the time. Even the slightest upsetting event will cause her to have a temper tantrum. Can it be true that some children are more prone to tantrums than others?


What Is Temperament?


Indeed, some children are more prone to temper tantrums than other children are. Psychologists believe this may be due to a child’s temperament. Temperament is your child’s inborn disposition. Your child’s temperament is his characteristic way of responding and reacting to events and his environment. Your child’s temperament will be fairly stable throughout his life, but it is not set in stone. His temperament will surely be influenced by interactions and experience as he matures.


In the now classic New York Longitudinal Study, researchers identified nine basic temperamental traits. The variance of how a child exhibits these traits determines the child’s temperament type as difficult, easy, slow to warm up, or mixed. Although most parents are unfamiliar with the nine identified traits by name, they know their child’s temperament. In fact, more parents will observe these traits very early on. By the time a child is four months old, her temperament is usually apparent.
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Is my child’s tantrum caused by temperament?


When questioning the cause of a temper tantrum, rule out the following considerations before blaming temperament: Is the tantrum developmentally related (e.g., lack of language skills)? Is your child ill or under a lot of stress? Does your child have a developmental or behavioral disorder?





Three Basic Temperaments


Psychologists have identified three main temperament types. It is important to note that each category or type may encompass a wide range of behaviors. Very few children will be a perfect match to any one type of temperament. However, you may find that a majority of his behaviors fit in one of the three types listed below.


The Easy Child


You will be able to tell early on whether your child has an easy temperament. She will be a calm and content baby. Not much will seem to upset her. Her behavior is reasonably predictable. Not many things seem to startle or upset her. Loud noises, new people, strange places—she adjusts well and takes it all in stride.


Slow to Warm Up


If your child has a slow to warm up temperament, he will not be as easygoing as the child with an easy temperament is. Children with this temperament are often cautious about new people or situations, often withdrawing first and taking a while before they feel comfortable. Additionally, it may take them longer to adjust to change.
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As many as 35 percent of all children will not fit neatly into a type, possibly displaying behavior characteristics of all three types of temperament. Happily, close to 40 percent of all children can be classified as having an easy temperament. About 10 percent of children will have a slow to warm up temperament, and fewer than 15 percent of all children will consistently display characteristics attributed to a difficult temperament.





Difficult


The child with a difficult temperament is often a feisty, cranky, or fussy baby. She reacts strongly to new people or situations. She seems to be upset easily, and it is difficult for her to calm down.
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Traits Weakly Associated with Tantrums



These temperament traits are part of the nine that are considered when determining a child’s temperament type. These traits do have a weaker relationship to tantrum behavior, but they are a part of your child’s total temperament and affect his behavior and disposition.


Distractibility


If your child has a high level of distractibility, he will have a hard time paying attention. When he is engaged in a task, his attention is easily diverted by external stimuli such as background noises. It may seem that he has a hard time following directions, or that he is not listening to you at all. The child with a difficult temperament is more likely to have a high level of distractibility.
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Some level of distractibility is normal for young children. The ability to focus comes with increased cognitive skills. Young children naturally have a short attention span. Sitting still for more than ten minutes can be quite a challenge for a young child.





Activity Level


The child with a difficult temperament often has a high activity level. You will be able to observe this when your child is still an infant. The infant with a high activity level is restless, fidgety, and squirms a lot. As she grows, you will notice that she always seems to be on the go. She hates to be confined or constrained. Getting her into the car seat may be a battle every time. Additionally, you may find her so active that she becomes wild or out of control.



Persistence



Persistence is a mainly positive trait. A child who is usually able to attend well to a task without giving up is a persistent child. If your child is persistent, he is more likely to be able to tolerate frustration. There is a downside to having a child with a high level of persistence. At times, he may become stubborn in his attempts at completing a task, even when it is not feasible. One mother relates, “My son refused to quit any task he started. If he was struggling to zip his jacket, he refused help. No matter that we may be running late; once he had a goal in mind, he would fight to accomplish it. If his dad or I stepped in, he would have a fit.”


Regularity/Rhythm


This trait refers to the predictability of your child’s patterns of sleep and hunger. Many infants will fall into a consistent sleep and hunger schedule at around four to eight weeks of age. If your child has low regularity, you will have difficulty getting her on a schedule. As she grows, bedtime conflicts may become common. Some nights you may find that she is cranky and falling asleep early, and other nights she may be wide awake, unable to settle down, and very resistant to bedtime.


Traits Strongly Associated with Tantrums


Some temperament traits are more strongly associated with temper tantrums. Low adaptability, low sensory threshold, low approachability, along with high intensity and a negative mood are traits more commonly seen in children with difficult temperaments. In many cases, you will be able to see a direct link between a trait and your child’s troublesome behavior.


Adaptability


Many children with difficult temperaments have low adaptability. Adaptability is the ability to handle transition and change calmly. If your child has low adaptability, she becomes upset when there is a change in routine. She is unable to go with the flow. She may be very resistant to change. Anything unexpected easily throws her off balance.


Approach and Withdrawal


This trait refers to a child’s response to new situations or people. Children with a difficult temperament are more likely to be cautious or anxious when meeting new people and may be clingy or shy in those circumstances. They are often resistant to trying new things, whether it be a new vegetable or a different brand of sneakers.
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Keep in mind that it’s normal and fairly common for young children to experience some shyness. Even a child who is fairly outgoing may show some hesitation at first. The difference is, unlike a child with withdrawal, other children do not react strongly to all new situations, and their shyness will usually fade after ten to fifteen minutes.





Intensity


All children experience happiness and sadness. However, each child varies in the way he responds to his own emotions. For example, two children may win a prize at a carnival. One child smiles broadly and the other child jumps around shrieking and hollering. If your child has very intense reactions to emotion, he may have a more difficult temperament. The very intense child may react strongly to even the slightest displeasure, perhaps earning a reputation as a drama queen or king.


Sensory Threshold


Is your child very picky or fussy? She may have a low threshold for sensory stimulation if she responds strongly to mild stimulation from things such as noise, room temperature, pain, or odors. “Bath time was battle time,” recalls one mom. “I could barely touch my daughter with the washcloth without her cringing. The water was always too hot or too cold. The soap was too slimy, and the shampoo stung her eyes. It was a nightmare.”


Mood


This trait refers to the child’s prevailing disposition. Even the most cheerful child will be in a bad mood on occasion. In contrast, the child with a negative mood trait seems chronically unhappy or dour. He has a more pessimistic and negative outlook on life.


Why Temperament Matters


It will be helpful for you to know your child’s temperament. You will gain valuable insight into your child and her behavior. If a child with a difficult temperament is challenging you, you probably wish to get at the root of the problem. Some parents report wondering if their child is emotionally disturbed or has brain damage. Perhaps you found yourself viewing your child in a negative light by labeling her as a crybaby or a wild child.


A child with a difficult temperament is as normal as a child with an easy or slow to warm up temperament. Once you know and understand your child’s temperament, you can view your child’s behavior objectively. This will help you to refrain from emotionally lashing out or withdrawing from your child. Understanding your child’s temperament will give you the insight to plan accordingly and avoid potential problems for your child. For example, if you know your child is slow to adapt, you can be sure to warn him in advance before bedtime.


Goodness of Fit


Although temperament is inborn, a child’s experiences and environment do have an impact. “Goodness of fit” refers to a parenting approach that accounts for individual differences in your child’s temperament. Effective parenting is not one-size-fits-all. Your parenting style has goodness of fit when your expectations and demands match your child’s temperament. Goodness of fit will help you respond appropriately to your child’s unique temperamental traits.
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When your response to your child’s temperament is not a good fit, you will have difficulty managing your child’s temper tantrums. In addition, your child could experience stress if your expectations do not match his temperamental style.





It’s important to be flexible and adjust your response to meet your child’s temperament. You will find that there will be a higher probability for conflict if your own temperament varies greatly from your child’s. If you are impatient, you may have a hard time holding back when your very persistent child insists on taking her time to complete a task. If you are outgoing in social situations, you may be displeased when your shy or withdrawn child does not approach your friends in a bold fashion.


Although much of goodness of fit relies on the way you respond to your child’s specific temperamental traits, you can follow some basic guidelines: Do not try to change your child’s temperament. Rather, show respect for your child’s uniqueness. Avoid comparing your child to another child. Avoid statements like, “Why can’t you sit still like your brother?” or “I never had a hard time spending the night away from home, and neither should you.” Focus on the positive. Even traits associated with a difficult temperament can be positive. The intense child may also be creative. The slow to adapt child may be more analytical and methodical.


Responding to Traits


You will eliminate a lot of stress and conflict with your child if you respond appropriately to his temperament traits. You will have a goodness of fit if your expectations and reactions match your child’s temperament. Being sensitive to your child’s individuality allows you to adapt your responses to calm your child rather than make things worse.


Slow to Adapt


If your child is slow to adapt, he thrives on predictability and routine. You will find that change and transition are difficult for him. You can prevent many problems if you establish a daily routine. Try to keep events in your child’s life as predictable as possible.


Prepare your child in advance when there will be a change. This is helpful whether the change is small (lunch will be late) or large (she’s starting a new school). Take time to discuss with your child what will be happening and what she can expect. If there is to be a major change in your child’s life, maintain as many of your child’s routines as possible. For example, while on vacation in a hotel, try to maintain your child’s normal bedtime routine.
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Probably the most difficult and common transition time for your child will be when you ask her to stop playing and clean up. This does not have to be a dreaded chore—you can make it fun. Try turning cleanup time into a game. Challenge your child to beat the clock. Perhaps you can pretend the toys are real and she is putting the dolls to bed, parking the cars, and so forth.





Every day of your child’s life is filled with transitions: coming in from playing outside to get ready for dinner, taking a bath, and getting ready for bed. The slow to adapt child will have difficulty during these times. Often, your child will be deeply engaged in an activity and he will find it difficult to abruptly stop what he is doing. Give him a warning that he needs to end his activity soon. Be concrete and specific. Rather than saying, “We are leaving soon,” try telling him, “We will have to leave in five minutes, so you need to finish your project.” Help him find closure by prompting, “What else do you wish to paint on the picture so that you feel it is finished?”


Approach/Withdrawal


Many children are hesitant or cautious in new situations. They may be reluctant to enter a theme park, hesitant to go with you to visit the neighbors, or withdrawn when meeting new people. After ten to fifteen minutes though, most children become more comfortable in a new situation.


If your child is having great difficulty and withdraws or excessively resists new situations, there are some ways you can put him at ease.




	
Show appreciation. Everyone approaches new situations at his own speed. Let him know that this is okay.


	
Avoid labeling. Labeling her as shy has a negative connotation, and you may create a self-fulfilling prophecy.


	
Go slow. Encourage, but do not push your child to approach. Be sensitive to his level of comfort. If you push him, he is likely to feel anxious and he will resist more.


	
Avoid reinforcement. If you make a fuss and coddle your child when she is reserved, she may learn to increase the behavior for attention.


	
Stay quiet. Avoid speaking for your child. Speaking for him diminishes his need to approach people and speak for himself.


	
Make the challenge manageable. Break it into small steps. If your child is not ready to play the musical chairs game with the other children, perhaps she can help play the music for a while.


	
Recognize triumphs. Acknowledge when your child reaches out: “I am glad to see that you felt comfortable enough to say hello to Aunt Elise.”





Mood


If your child has an overall negative mood and disposition, it is unlikely there is much you can do to change it. You can, however, help reduce her pessimism. Help her recognize the positive aspects of a situation. Take the time to point out the silver lining behind her gray cloud. For example, you could say, “Yes, the weather today is dreadful, but what a great day to pop some popcorn and watch a movie!” Encourage her to focus on the bright side by asking her questions like, “What was the funniest ride at the park?” or “What is something good that happened today?”


High Activity


There are two main strategies for coping with your highly active child. You can prevent problems, and you can give her appropriate outlets for her excess energy. Once you recognize this temperament trait in your child, you can anticipate situations that may be problematic for her. Recognize that sitting still and waiting will be particularly trying. Places like doctor’s offices and restaurants are likely to be unpleasant places to take your active child. If it is not possible to avoid these types of places, plan ahead to reduce problems. Take along a diversionary activity for your child, such as a handheld game. While you are there, scout out opportunities for your child to get up and move. Choose restaurants with play areas or at least a buffet. When you are in a waiting room, sometimes even a brief walk up the corridor can be helpful.
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