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  INTRODUCTION




  This book is a compilation of my experiences, both professional—as an educator and therapist—and personal—as a parent and grandparent. There is so much to say about toddlers, but a toddler does not exist in a vacuum, so I had to write about family and systems and how we grow and develop as people, too, when we are parenting. As parents or grandparents, we barely have time to keep up with our daily lives, let alone the constant flow of information regarding child development. It is reassuring, though, to know for certain that both nature and nurture play a significant role in who our children are and how they cope with the world.
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  Human development is not simple. Because of the rapid advances in the field of neuroscience, we know much more than we used to, but we are still hypothesizing. We now know that the brain is more malleable than previously thought and can be shaped and reshaped through positive experiences with our children. We have always known that we cannot prevent bad, sad, confusing, or upsetting things from happening to our children, but we also now know that we can help children learn how to manage their feelings and frame their experiences in ways that do not jeopardize their self-esteem and self-worth.
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  All children are born with strong impulses. It is that kind of aggressive stirring that helps them survive, but helping toddlers know when and how to use that aggression and how to do it in ways that are mindful of others is one of the hardest parts of parenting. It is sometimes easier for us to lash out in the moment when we are frustrated, but when we do, that lashing out becomes the toddler’s take-away. Becoming empathic is a learning process; becoming a problem solver requires opportunities for experimentation in a safe environment; becoming responsible takes seeing others modeling responsibility.




  I remember reading a parenting book shortly after my first son turned two and thinking, “Oh, no. I have already messed this up.” Sometimes I had. But parenting is an art influenced by science, practicality, and our life experience. Trying our best, whatever that is in the moment, makes for good enough parenting most of the time. When things go awry—and they will—parents can think about what they will do next time, because there is almost always a next time. Guilt can be instructive, but shame never is, so when you think you have fallen short, let your feelings guide you to a better way as you move on. Beating yourself up compounds whatever mistakes you think you have made with your children. Perfection is not a human guality, and we need to use this as a guiding principle in our parenting.
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  I have had many opportunities professionally to work with families and have brought the insights and dilemmas of new parents to the material I have presented here. I will give you the backstory of what is happening developmentally so you can try to make sense of your own toddler’s development. I have taught childbirth education classes for nearly 35 years and have listened to parents talk about their hopes and fears of giving birth and transitioning to becoming parents. Never before have we understood the impact of becoming a family the way we do now in the face of so many divorces. When you become a parent, you become part of a family in a different way than ever before.
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  As a working parent myself and as the director of Group 243’s first on-site workplace child-care system, the first in southeast Michigan, and later as the director of the University of Michigan Health System Child Care System, I had the opportunity to work closely with working parents. I have held their toddlers while the parents struggled to separate from them to go to work each day, to balance their needs as parents and professionals. I currently facilitate mothers’ groups for infants and toddlers in New York City and see every day how parents work to do the best they can for their children, even when resources like time, money, or energy are compromised.




  As a social worker, I have seen how our own early experiences impact our parenting. We can feel our emotions spin out of control so quickly that to be responsible for how our toddlers are feeling can overwhelm us. One of my most insightful experiences has been my recent work with families of special needs children, seeing what struggles children and families have when development is not typical.




  I have tried to use all of my training and experiences as a lens for you to understand your toddler in ways that are practical and insightful. At each point in the book you need to weigh in and see where you and your child are on the continuum of development. Each family’s trajectory for growth looks and feels different.




  As much as we professionals sometimes sound like we know it all, never underestimate the insights and understanding you have as a parent. You are the one who knows your child best. You can tell a pediatrician or parenting-group moderator stories, but we get snapshots. You live in the documentary. I have tried to focus on the basic ways toddlers think, learn, and feel, and give you ways to problem-solve what you are seeing with your toddler in a quick and easy format.
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  Perhaps the most important thing to remember is that you get to start over each day. Toddlers are pretty forgiving and will for the most part roll with the punches as we try to figure out what to do. This book is a jumping-off point, a way to move farther down the road of parenting. This time in your life goes quickly, so do your best to stay in the here and now. You cannot change the past or predict the future, but you do have the present. Use it!




  —Marsha Greenberg




  www.marshagreenberg.com




  




  BECOMING A TODDLER




  The move into toddlerhood is marked by many things, including the ability to motor around on two feet




  Becoming a toddler is messy and complicated. After 12 months of being protected, nurtured, and fully dependent on us, babies are ready to enter their world in much more interactive ways. They are increasingly aware that they can impact the world but have no idea how it actually works. They look to their parents to explain, coach, comfort, and let go of them all at the same time. During their next 24 months, toddlers achieve significant accomplishments in the areas of movement, language, and emotion, but the interaction of these complex developmental goals is hard to predict. Toddlers and parents approach the dance of childhood with highly individual expectations and behaviors.




  New Walkers
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      	When toddlers start to experience getting up on two feet, they will delight in walking with you. They will try over and over again to master this new skill.




      	Try giving your toddler walking experiences without her shoes on to increase stability and balance.




      	This is an exciting time for parents and toddlers, the opening of new worlds your toddler can access herself.


    


  




  Signs of Independence
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      	Once toddlers have some stability on their feet, they may insist on letting go of your hand.




      	With their newfound awareness of the larger world, they will take steps away and fall. It takes time for them to walk, stop, and turn around.




      	Toddlers fall frequently, so pushing back tables and covering sharp edges may be required to keep things safe.


    


  




  Toddlers are naturally scientific. They understand by experimenting and are not yet wired to accept limits, complicating the job of parents to keep them safe and secure. Knowing when to let toddlers explore and when to move them closer can be exhausting and exciting at the same time. We watch with pride as toddlers master walking and are worn out when they will not sit still. We are thrilled when they say “mama” and “dada” and frustrated by their constant “no.” During this next stage of development, our toddlers are questioning, resisting, and changing our plans and strategies each and every day.




  Tilting Forward
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      	When toddlers have finally mastered walking, they move on pretty quickly to walking and running on their own.




      	Their bodies lean forward, so they are prone to losing their balance, especially on harder surfaces.




      	You won’t be able to protect your toddler from everything, but try to spot-check areas he will be walking on for uneven surfaces or small things he may trip over.


    


  




  

    GREEN●LIGHT




    On your baby’s first birthday, take five minutes to remember a time when you were so curious about something you could not contain your enthusiasm and excitement. Use this image to remind yourself that as the next year unfolds, it will not be just about your baby’s eating and sleeping but about exploring her world. Picturing the next step of your child’s development can help you determine how to manage your own emotions.


  




  Opening Worlds
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      	Walking is the gateway for the next steps of toddler independence.




      	They thrill at their ability to move away from or toward what they want to see or avoid, and begin to use movement to express their pleasure or frustration by insisting on being put down or picked up as they experiment with traveling around outside.




      	Young toddlers are not aware of how they will fit in the world around them but have an increased interest in engaging in what they see.


    


  




  TEMPERAMENT & MOOD




  Regulating our moods is a combination of adaptability and brain wiring




  Temperamental qualities do not define us but are part of the way we look at the world. As our babies enter toddlerhood, we gain a much better sense of how they are responding to routines, transitions, and new situations. Our children’s temperaments can be very different from our own, making it harder for us to understand what they are experiencing, especially before they have language. As we learn more about our toddlers’ temperaments, we can begin to provide ways for them to develop strategies for managing their emotions when they boil over.
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  Temperamental qualities are on a continuum from a little to a lot. All children struggle with big feelings, and some need extra help getting steady again. Toddlers begin to display more moods as they explore more of the world. A toddler who cries every time he drops a toy needs help managing his feelings, not just retrieving the toy. Some toddlers react very strongly to everything, but this intensity in mood should not define them. We need to help them become more adaptive. Our work as parents is to help our toddlers develop more tolerance for their feelings and to deemphasize the particulars of a situation that trigger a reaction. Parents can model feelings effectively.




  Changing Feelings




  

    [image: image]




    

      	For toddlers happiness can change to frustration and back again in a matter of seconds.




      	Some toddlers can adapt to their changing moods more quickly than others.




      	Think about the list you created describing your and your toddler’s temperaments. How do they match up? Understanding how your temperaments align (or don’t) and making adjustments are part of creating a positive emotional climate.


    


  




  Strong Reactions
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      	Toddlers can be persistent. Our job is to help them understand their frustration and to redirect them.




      	They take different amounts of time to transition from feelings that they experience more intensely.




      	Some toddlers will accept limits faster than others. It can take time, but they will become more comfortable accepting the limits you set.




      	You may have to redirect your toddler from an unsafe behavior (like touching a light) 50 times before she is able to accept it.


    


  




  

    GREEN●LIGHT




    When you see your toddler expressing frustration, say, “You are so angry and upset right now. You will feel better soon. I love you.” Wait a minute, and repeat if needed, offering reassurance and a hug or a kiss. Your ability to offer a calming, understanding presence will help your toddler find steady ground regardless of the trigger situation.


  




  Safe Spaces
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      	Keeping environments toddler-friendly can cut down on the number of times you have to set limits.




      	Even after they seem to understand that something is dangerous, toddlers will still on occasion take risks, so be watchful.




      	You never know when or where your toddler will try to experiment with a limit. It will take time to really know when you can trust your child’s judgment.


    


  




  PERSISTENCE & ADAPTABILITY




  Toddlers persist in order to understand how the world works




  Adaptability is a skill that can be learned. Humans are very adaptive, sometimes out of necessity and sometimes because we learn that it enhances our experience of the world. Adapting, however, is a huge task for toddlers. At 12 to 24 months of age, toddlers have no understanding that other people experience emotions. They are still the center of their world, and it is not until almost age three that this awareness changes, leading to empathy. Toddlers learn to manage their feelings by observing us manage ours.
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  One of the most difficult and important temperamental attributes toddlers struggle with is persistence. Some will let you put them in their stroller without a peep, and others will insist on pushing it along the sidewalk themselves no matter how many times they trip over the wheels. When we have a sense of how intensely a toddler will persist, we can move in to help with limits. Toddlers need to know we are there to help them with their feelings, even if they have a meltdown. Very persistent toddlers will be in daily situations where they become frustrated by their inability to do whatever it is they have set out to do. Modeling a calm reaction will help a toddler slow down escalating feelings.




  Gaining Mastery
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      	Toddler attention spans at this age are still short.




      	They will play for longer periods when you engage with them, especially if it is quieter play.




      	Toddlers love to move, so they can insist on pushing their stroller or running ahead while you follow behind. They are practicing independence and gaining a sense of accomplishment from their physical mastery.


    


  




  Unpredictability
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      	Toddler moods can switch quickly and at times unpredictably. A toddler can be sitting peacefully in the grocery cart and minutes later be yelling and clamoring to get down.




      	These can be frustrating times for parents as you try to keep your toddler engaged. Try talking to him and engaging his imagination and sense of humor. Offer an alternative interaction that will be satisfying while you get through the checkout line.


    


  




  

    GREEN●LIGHT




    Try these words with a persistent toddler: “I know you want to get out of your stroller, and you feel angry, but I am going to push now. You can push another day. “Your toddler might still cry, but you have sent a steadying message that will help him see that you can tolerate even his biggest feelings.


  




  New Fears
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      	Toddler fears are real. It is important to not over- or underreact when your child expresses worry or fear.




      	She will be watching you, and if you are frustrated or short with her, it adds to her distress over the original thing that triggered the fear.




      	Say to your toddler, “I think you are feeling afraid. That dog is big and noisy. Let’s stand here together and see if you feel better.”


    


  




  REGULARITY & ACTIVITY




  Each toddler reacts differently to the pace of his inner body and the activity around him




  Some toddlers zip around, while others watch and wait. Each toddler has his own way of navigating his world. There is no “typical toddler”—they are as varied as adults in every way—but understanding how your toddler experiences his day can provide invaluable insight to you as a parent. You can learn by watching when your toddler needs help to be adaptive. A toddler who is really active may have a hard time slowing down for bedtime. One who is cautious and careful may have a difficult time going on a playdate. Both toddlers can be adaptive but need very different things from us as parents.




  Naps Vary
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      	Toddlers require 12 to 13 hours of sleep a day, including naps.




      	This can vary depending on your toddler’s temperament. Some will catnap during the day, and others will sleep the afternoon away.




      	Over time you will get a sense of your child’s daily rhythm and patterns so you can pace yourself.




      	Keep a log for a week or two so you can see more clearly where you may need to shift your toddler’s routine.


    


  




  A toddler’s temperament also sheds light on how she will manage sleep schedules, eating, and transitions. Some toddlers have a more difficult time learning how to sleep through the night and need more frequent interventions to support them. This does not mean your toddler is not adaptive; it just means she needs more practice in this area. It is very important to remember that it is not how long it takes for a child to learn something, it is the way we assist her as she learns that will build temperamental flexibility and invaluable self-confidence.




  Eating Patterns
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      	How much food and the variety of foods your child will try are factors of temperament.




      	Try to unhook from the notion that your child is eating too much or too little. If you offer food, she will take what she needs.




      	For really active toddlers, packing a higher protein snack or shake when you are out can help avoid meltdowns.


    


  




  Activity Levels
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      	Toddlers have a broad range of activity levels. Some are happy to sit and learn from watching the world, while others learn better when they are moving and actively engaged.




      	Activity levels are not gender based, but the type of activities your toddler chooses is somewhat influenced by gender because of the order of muscle dexterity. As development continues, you will see that the larger muscles develop more quickly in boys and small motor muscles develop more quickly in girls.


    


  




  

    GREEN●LIGHT




    Say to a toddler who is clinging to your side, “This will get easier. Watching is fine, and when you are ready I will help you move around the room.” This may sound like a lot of words, but you are modeling tone and intention and sending a message to your toddler that you are there to help, at the pace that feels right for him.


  




  Independence Grows
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      	During the second year of their lives, toddlers are trying to master a certain level of independence.




      	Toddlers can be anxious when they separate from you, or bold, at least in the moment. Every toddler, no matter where he is temperamentally, looks back when you leave and has to manage his emotions.


    


  




  PARENTAL ATTITUDES




  How we interact with our toddlers impacts how they develop emotional and social skills




  The role that parents play in raising children who can manage their feelings is significant. Yet most of us are just beginning to figure out our own emotions when we become parents ourselves. The doubly complicated task of parenting ourselves while we parent our children requires many things, but most of all kindness. When we do the best we can, even when it looks sloppy and we have regrets, we must take comfort in having done what we could in the moment. Perfect parenting is not possible; it is not even definable. What we can do, regardless of our parenting values, is have a willingness to change our own behaviors when what we are doing is not working.
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  Parent Feelings
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      	Parental emotions heat up at times and can be difficult to manage. Knowing your own frustration triggers is important.




      	Too little sleep and not eating well can contribute to emotional fatigue.




      	You may not be able to change everything in your life, but you can take small steps toward better self-care. Drink more water, surround yourself with nonjudgmental friends, and remind yourself that this time is limited.


    


  




  The next time—and there usually is a next time with toddler challenges—pay attention to how your behavior is triggered by your own strong feelings. If you can determine those behaviors on the part of your toddler that trigger the strongest reactions in you, you can prepare yourself and work extra hard to keep your own feelings from escalating. Toddlers look to us to “reboot” after a hard time. When we are struggling, children take a backseat to our feelings, and it can take them twice as long to recover from an upsetting experience or meltdown.




  Controlling Your Emotions
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      	Containing extreme emotional reactions during frustrating situations can be very hard to do but is worth the effort. This is the model of behavior your child is observing and will be most likely to repeat.




      	If you are completely overwhelmed, move away, go into the bathroom, turn on the shower, and yell for a while. When you calm down, think of what you can do the next time to avoid the same situation.


    


  




  

    MAKE IT EASY


  




  

    Some ways to slow down your reaction in the moment: Count to 30. Say out loud to yourself, “This will pass.” (Repeat as many times as necessary!) Remind yourself that each toddler stage is finite. Imagine your frustration locked up in a vault until YOU are ready to open it. Take a deep breath—or two or three. (This helps your higher functioning brain boost you out of an emotional disaster.)


  




  Staying Present
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      	It is important to stay present with your toddler in an emotional way. When we are distracted, toddlers tend to react in a more challenging way.




      	Remember that your toddler needs help learning the skill of waiting. It is not automatic. Give her a few books to look at and tell her that when she is done, you will be through with what you are doing. You are helping her understand competing needs.


    


  




  BIRTH ORDER




  Where your toddler was born in your family plays a role in how she understands the world




  About 80 percent of children have siblings, and where your toddler falls in the family birth order has some impact on her behavior. Regardless of when or how a baby comes into your home, the arrival will impact your family dynamic. Greeting a new sibling is a significant adjustment for any child and can be very hard on a toddler. Feelings of jealousy and aggression are difficult to contain and are expressed at different times and in different ways. It is important to remember that sibling relationships change as children move through different developmental stages. There are many factors that influence how siblings interact, including the temperament of each child, how parents react to discord, and other life events such as divorce or job loss.




  Transition to Parenting
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      	The first child holds a unique place in the family. It is through this birth that you begin to understand the depth of emotion that comes with parenting.




      	You move through developmental stages with a mix of excitement and worry based on what is still a great unknown.




      	You protect your child from the world because you are still very unsure of what she can do on her own.


    


  




  Different Reactions
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      	Second children come into the world already knowing the voice of their bigger sibling from their time in utero. They have never known the experience of being the only one.




      	When your toddler is the second, his reaction may be stronger or less intense as he waits for a turn or for your time.




      	Some of the ways the second child reacts have to do with how you make room for him emotionally in the family.


    


  




  The first child in a family brings our fantasies of having children and the reality of having children into direct conflict. As we work through each stage of parenting, we gain skills and learn shortcuts that can be helpful but can also lock us into behaviors that may not be ideal for our second child. Each child in a family is different, and it is essential to retool our responses—however deeply ingrained—to meet the needs of each individual child.




  Older Siblings
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      	Older children have a different developmental understanding when a baby comes into the family.




      	If there is a five- or six-year difference, older children have some experience to draw on from friends or other family members.




      	Older children can be very helpful, but it is important to not let them become the parent.




      	Be careful to find a balance between letting them help with the baby and maintaining their own activities.


    


  




  

    MAKE IT EASY


  




  

    Ways to help reduce rivalry: Comfort the child that has been hurt and remind the older child that his sibling will eventually learn to use words and to share. Treat playroom toys as community property. When your toddler is jealous of the new baby, say, “I know it is hard to wait for me. Let’s sing a song together while you wait.”


  




  Maintaining Balance
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      	When toddlers have more than one older sibling, they may attach to the eldest one more quickly. This happens in part because the eldest child can be more sympathetic and also often gets kudos from adults for care and empathy.




      	Balancing all your children’s needs is important, so you should help to minimize sibling pairing off and leaving out the middle child.


    


  




  




  COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT




  Toddlers are learning how to think and problem-solve as quickly as they are learning how to move




  Toddler development happens in multiple ways. They learn how to walk, so they can walk to the ball and bring it to you on demand. They try to say “ball,” smile, and run away from you. Toddlers are developing intelligence and cognitive awareness. Developmental milestones are being practiced, reached, perfected, and advanced. They are also developing their skills with a background of parental interest and acknowledgement. They look to us to see how they are doing and to give their experience words and shape.
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  Toddlers between 12 and 18 months become very interested in cause and effect. They can see that a switch turned makes a light go on, and notice how we respond to their play and exploration. They practice anticipating and predicting what comes next, which can be gratifying or, if things don’t go as expected, frustrating.




  Developing Intelligence
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      	Toddlers use their developing intelligence to learn how things work. They can spend minutes dumping and filling the same container. Each time they are learning what happens and how to change or influence it.




      	Point out to your toddler what you see her doing. She will use your reflecting language as another way to understand how the world works.


    


  




  This new level of thinking can lead to increased persistence or worry in unfamiliar situations. A different sitter or a change in location can catch toddlers off guard. A toddler can stand at a baby gate and scream and scream because she now knows the excitement of stair climbing that lies on the other side. Having to redirect a young toddler to a new area of focus is a daily exercise for parents.




  Seeing Patterns
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      	Toddlers build at first to knock down. They are fascinated by trying to balance one block on top of another.




      	Block building is an important skill in many ways. It helps toddlers understand size and shape relationships, patterns, and creativity.




      	Your toddler may need help at first seeing you build a road or a building, but he will get the hang of it if the materials are around. It is best to start off with larger blocks.


    


  




  

    MAKE IT EASY


  




  

    When you redirect a toddler, try to move him to another interesting area. If he wants to climb on the couch, pile up pillows on the floor, or use cardboard blocks for him to stand on. Match the redirection to a place and activity that will provide novelty as well as an equal skill challenge. This may also mean that you will need to stay more engaged in play with your toddler until he is on to something else.


  




  Experimentation
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      	Toddlers love puzzles, especially with knobs for easy handling. At first they will take out the pieces and taste them.




      	Sit down next to your toddler and take out a piece and put it back in a few times. He will watch and begin to model very quickly. Try not to correct at the beginning—just encourage.




      	Point out what you are seeing him do. Say things like, “You are really trying to turn that piece around to help it fit in!”


    


  




  PHYSICAL DEVELOPMENT




  Learning how to walk and run takes practice and persistence on the part of your toddler




  Physical development progresses in stages. As soon as a toddler masters one task, he is on to the next. During a time of practice, toddlers can experience much frustration, but once a new skill has been acquired, they experience a great deal of pleasure, especially because most of them receive great praise and responsiveness from adults around them when they learn things. Moving around opens up new worlds for toddlers. They become more coordinated and better able to balance and gain body strength. The combination of their newfound physical abilities and their growing intelligence can challenge their expectations and impact their emotional and social worlds.
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  Safe Surfaces
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      	Toddlers love to move, so they quickly go from walking slowly to picking up speed.




      	Their bodies lean forward, making them prone to a lot of falling at first. Try to keep your toddler on safe surfaces when she starts walking.




      	When she is inside and walking, try letting her go barefoot. This will help her steady her feet on the floor and acquire better muscle memory.
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