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      THE EVERYTHING® PARENT'S GUIDE TO RAISING GIRLS 2ND EDITION

      Many years ago, I came to this country as a young military wife with no money — and pregnant. When my first baby came — a daughter — she gave me a crash course in life. Through her — and her sister — I experienced life in abundance. Raising any child is wonderful but raising a daughter is extra special. In my case the impact was even greater since I had lost my mother at age six and missed the important mother-daughter bond.

      My daughters inspired me. I took classes, studied parenting, and devoted my whole life to it. For decades I taught school and worked with kids and their parents. I wrote newspaper columns and books on parenting, and even a series just for girls. That's why I'm writing this book: to help guide you in raising your own girl with ease, skill, and confidence in today's challenging world.

      My relationship with my daughters surpasses every other achievement I have made. Raising a daughter is the ultimate adventure. You are so lucky to be the parent of a girl, and she is so lucky to have someone raising her who wants the best for her.

      With love to both of you,

      Sincerely,
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      WELCOME TO THE EVERYTHING® PARENT'S GUIDE

      Everything® Parent's Guides are a part of the bestselling Everything®series and cover common parenting issues like childhood illnesses and tantrums, as well as medical conditions like asthma and juvenile diabetes. 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, Everything® Parent's Guides are your perfect solution.
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        Answers to common questions
      

      When you're done reading, you can finally say you know EVERYTHING®!
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        To my mother, Barbara Schmelzer Vierling, who died tragically when I was six. Now she lives again — in these pages.
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1. A female child with an unlimited potential for giving, creating, and achieving. When mixed well with love, patience, and inspiration, she will turn into a strong, independent, and successful young woman with character, courage, and confidence.
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      Introduction

      There is nothing on Earth more important than raising a child. Just think for a moment about children collectively. If they were all raised properly, there would be no more discord or crime. Certainly we would still have illness and tragedy, even poverty, but this new generation of children would band together as adults, focus their attention on developing solutions, and implement them.

      Even if the solutions were out of reach, humankind would still act like pleasant neighbors and take the sting out of the mishaps, mistakes, and misery of others. In fact, if everyone would do a great job raising their offspring, the world would be reborn almost in an instant. So raising a child is crucial not only for the individual but also for the community, especially now.

      Why? Because these days, life is tougher, the pace is faster, tragic events occur with more frequency and severity, and crime is on the rise. Some people go so far as to say that these days our schools are dysfunctional, our families are falling apart, and the whole country is floundering and on the brink.

      That may be overstated, but it is a fact that parenting a child is of the utmost importance now. Yet, it's harder than ever before. There are so many more obstacles nowadays. Parents have less free time because society demands that their attention is focused more on economic concerns, especially now with huge numbers of parents being out of work. Think of all the hours they're having to spend trying to find employment. Of course, less free time means spending fewer hours with the kids, which leads to under-parenting (reduced parental supervision and guidance) and self-parenting (no parental supervision and guidance).

      Besides that, these days there are so many more negative influences that rub off on our children at an earlier stage. It's not that society is going haywire as a whole, but too many problems seem to hit us all at once, not only in the national and international arena but also close at home. There are wars, terrorists, threats of missile attacks from foreign lands, new illnesses like the swine flu and MRSA (a staph bacteria resistant to antibiotics), global warming, skyrocketing gasoline prices, severe weather patterns such as hurricanes or tornadoes, and criminals who try to steal our identity, our money, our children, or our children's innocence.

      No wonder parents feel overwhelmed and don't know where to turn. Every aspect of life seems to have become more difficult, and raising kids can become a real nightmare. It's especially hard to raise a girl because it seems so many of the ugly facets of modern life target girls more often than boys.

      Just a few years ago, parents used to worry about girls and promiscuity, drugs, alcohol, and eating disorders. Now it's all those things plus a host of very scary new ones: cyberbullying, sexting, online stalking, dating violence, bullycide, pedophiles, Internet child porn dealers, and international predators.

      As the parent or caregiver of a girl, you may really feel like you're at your wit's end. First, you want your little girl to grow up healthy and safe and happy, and to be able to enjoy her childhood to the fullest. Next, you want her to become a strong, capable, and independent-minded teenager with huge hopes and dreams and a will to succeed. Finally, you want her to blossom into a confident and successful young woman with the whole world at her fingertips.

      But wherever you look, whatever you read, whenever you turn on the radio, TV, or your computer, you learn about yet another new and real threat — ranging from girls beating up girls, to Internet stalking, to someone stealing your girl's identity, and so forth.

      You can't bubble-wrap your little girl — you know that, so what should you do? Whom can you ask for advice?

      You start to feel a little frantic because even the “experts” you decide to go to — through your reading or on the Net — seem to contradict themselves. All those programs and magazines entirely devoted to parenting offer nothing much that is new except new areas for serious concern. You didn't even know little girls can get depressed at age three or worry themselves sick over not having brand-name outfits to wear in kindergarten. You wonder longingly whatever happened to allowing your child to grow up like a little tree in the forest, without all the muss and fuss. The only thing you do know is that you love your daughter with all your heart, and that you will do anything to protect her.

      Stop worrying. Stop searching far and wide for answers. Your love for your little girl is enough, and you already have all the answers. You, only you, know your daughter and how best to raise her. You know what you envision for her future. You really have within yourself all the ingredients it takes to raise a wonderful daughter, even in the turbulence and uncertainty of today.

      All you need is a simple step-by-step recipe that spells out how to blend the ingredients correctly: to let you know when to stir them, when to let them marinate, when to turn up the heat, and when to step back and wait for the result.

      That recipe is this parent's guide. It's chock-full of all kinds of great suggestions, hints, choices, and solutions gathered from research, readings, and most of all from the hands-on experience of more than five thousand parents, parents just like you.

      Here's the key point: You truly are capable of raising the most wonderful daughter and of helping her become a young woman who is strong, independent, loving, and successful, even in these most difficult times.

      The Everything® Parent's Guide to Raising Girls, 2nd Edition is going to be by your side every day with a menu of information, options, main points, and stories from which to choose whatever best fits your and your child's needs.

      You know what you want for your daughter's future — and for your own. Make your hopes and wishes come true. You can, and you will.

    

  
    
      CHAPTER 1

      
      Your Infant Daughter

      Congratulations! You are the parent of a baby girl! Sure, you may have a few hairy days early on, but soon you'll get a handle on your daughter's daily needs. You may even have a schedule of sorts. At any rate, after a few weeks or months, you can get more sleep and your energy level will bounce back. You feel that the toughest part physically of having a baby is over — and you are right! Now let the fun begin.

      
Developmental Factors

      Your little girl is growing by leaps and bounds during her first year. Every day she surprises you with something brand-new she has learned, often more than one thing. Your heart almost bursts with joy as you observe her curiosity about all kinds of new things. You hardly dare blink for fear you'll miss something. In fact, when you consider just how much she will develop during the next twelve months, you feel like just placing her on a blanket on the floor, watching her all day long, and letting a camera record every little detail.

      As you soak up your daughter's quick advancement, you want to be attuned to the four main areas that are the most noticeable.

      
        
[image: illustration] Essential

        The best advice for any parent is to be alert, aware, and proactive. Whenever a new possible threat to a child is mentioned in the media, take the warning seriously. For example, examine your little girl's crib now. Several brands have recently been found to be unsafe (check for recalls on the Internet). Also look at the crib at your baby's caretaker's place, if your child spends nap/sleep time away from home.

      

      Ability to Move Around

      Around the age of six months, your baby girl can lift up her head and roll over. She can sit up if you support her back, bounce, and begin to put some weight on her legs.

      Six months later, your little girl can crawl, perhaps pull herself up to a sitting then standing position, and take a step. After another half year has passed, she can walk, pick up a toy she dropped, and proceed up some steps if you hold her hand.

      Your daughter's development from a helpless baby to one who scoots around so fast you can hardly keep up with her passes so quickly that you have what seems like a new miracle occur almost daily. More miracles occur in regard to her sight and hand movement.

      Vision and Fine-Motor Skills

      By the time your baby girl is six months old, she is able to follow a moving object — whether it is a twirling toy or you — with her eyes and can reach for an object. Once she manages to grab that object, her aim will be to bring it to her mouth. At the age of one year, she can grasp a small object and let go of it with ease. She can pick up a rattle with each hand and whack them together. Six months later, she can pile a few blocks on top of each other, turn a page in a big book, and start to show a preference for using one hand over the other.

      Besides her growth spurts in locomotion and vision, your baby daughter also attains many new milestones in her auditory ability, her comprehension, and her oral communication skills.

      Hearing and Speaking

      At around six months of age, a baby girl can recognize her parent's tone of voice. She will turn her head to track where sounds come from and say her vowels. What is especially touching to observe is that now she can not only smile but also laugh, chuckle, and squeal with delight. Six months later, she knows her name, knows basic household objects and their use, and can babble to herself in her own language. She may even say a few recognizable words. At eighteen months, she can understand short sentences and has a vocabulary of up to twenty words. That burgeoning ability to interact verbally with others helps your little girl in the last big area of her development.
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        Although all babies exhibit the acquisition of their most important skills in a similar order — for example, babies learn to roll over before they sit up — the speed at which these skills are gained can vary enormously. A sudden change in the baby's environment can also slow her developmental rate.

      

      Playing and Socializing

      While at the age of six months your baby can be shy around strangers, she enjoys looking at herself in the mirror and playing peek-a-boo with you. Before long, however, she will learn to wave goodbye, clap her hands, and look for a toy that is hidden, thereby exhibiting the first signs of developing a memory. At one year, she will enjoy dropping objects or putting them into a box. She will like playing patty-cake and being around you and any other adult she knows and can snuggle with. Six months later, she will set out to explore her complete living quarters, use a spoon and cup, and alternate from being too clingy to wanting to be set down on the floor — now.

      Be sure to take your little girl to her regular checkups and have her get the recommended immunizations. Always take a small notepad that is filled with questions that occur to you, dealing with your daughter's development, and even more important, to record what the pediatrician tells you. Many parents are in such a rush at the doctor's office that they do not remember later what they were told. A few pertinent notes will keep you on track.
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        There are several causes for what is called developmental delay, meaning a baby has not mastered the expected new skills within the normal time frame. Some causes are a lack of bonding with the parent, a lack of stimulation, and the existence of a physical problem ranging from vision disorders to hearing loss and other impairments.

      

      As you can tell, the various skills cited under the four broad developmental areas are only a partial list. Many more and complex abilities need to be mastered by your baby girl and you, the parent or caregiver, want to be able to assist her in that process. How? It is simple — just tune into your daughter's world.

      
Your Baby's World

      For a moment, put yourself into your baby's position and realize just how much she has to learn and how quickly. There is not another period in her life when she has to amass such a mountain of knowledge and attain so many developmental milestones. She has to do it by herself, but you can help by providing her with what it takes to make her monumental task easier. Of course she continues to need all the basics: food, her little bed, and fresh diapers. Beyond that, there are other objects that help her develop her potential at the speed that is optimal for her.

      Babyproofing

      Before rushing to buy out the toy store, first babyproof your home by lying on the floor and examining the furniture, walls, and bric-a-brac for safety issues. Then cover the electrical outlets, remove any valuables, and pad the sharp corners of the living room table and any other pieces of dangerous furniture. Crawl around and see what you have missed. Then stock up on baby toys that are safe, but do not introduce them to her all at once.

      Toy by Toy

      One new toy at a time is sufficient. Let your little girl examine it, absorb its shape and color, handle it, and get familiar with it. Let her form an attachment to it and to you. Too many new things at once can overwhelm your little daughter.
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        As much as your baby needs stimulation from toys, she needs quiet time even more. In addition to sleeping, she enjoys being placed on the floor and taking in her home environment — all the colors, shapes, and pieces of furniture. Placing her in a playpen can keep her from wandering.

      

      But besides her toys and her chance to observe the world around her through the screen or the bars of her playpen, your baby daughter needs something else: you. She will make the most strides with your help. So hold her, help her to sit up, support her as she tries to stand for the first time — and smile and tell her how well she is doing every step of the way. It is your encouragement, your praise, and your smile that will spur her on as she learns to crawl, to walk tentatively holding onto the sofa with her feet spread apart, and then finally to walk nicely with her feet closer together as if to say, “Look out, world, here I come.”

      
Maintain a Routine

      When your baby girl was only a few weeks old, you entertained her with your conversation and song, but it was primarily a one-sided process. Now that she is able to make sounds such as da-da and ma-ma, you want to capitalize on her newly learned early speech capabilities and encourage them as best you can.

      One quick way to do that is incorporate books into her life. That works best if you do the following:

      
        	
          Set a regular time aside for reading to her. This time may be right before her nap or before she goes to bed at night.

        

        	
          Have books on hand that are geared to her age. Your neighborhood bookstore or public library has a list of the best books for babies and small children.

        

        	
          Read the same book over and over to her, allowing her to point to the duck or the kitten as you read about them, so that before long she can “read” the story back to you.

        

      

      As far as music, you probably have already found out that your little girl likes certain CDs played at a low volume as her favorite lul-labies. Now is the time to get a songbook and sing your childhood favorites with her. Have her sit on your lap and sing to your heart's content.

      To your baby's ears, your voice will sound better than the most acclaimed singer in the world. Again, start with an easy song or a well-known rhyming ditty. Before too long, your baby will clap along, bounce on your lap, or hum along with you. What makes the reading and singing habit especially beneficial for your little daughter is that even if your — and her — day gets crazy, the established routine will show her all is well anyway. Babies, as much as they tend to make us overturn our regular schedules, thrive on the sameness of something they enjoy.
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        Be sure to have on hand books to enjoy with your baby, including a collection of nursery rhymes with big pictures, a baby book of lullabies with pictures, and a book of settle-down activities. Add to the collection as much as you can by buying smaller books your child can hold in her own hands.

      

      When you have to change your days because you are going back to work, the customary twenty minutes with you or the other caregiver that is devoted to books and/or music is like a handrail for your little girl. With it she can move ahead in her development, knowing that you can be relied on at all times.

      Fun Time as a Routine

      Even when a parent is a full-time parent, unavoidable changes can occur in the household, such as a relative coming to live with the family, a parent going on a business trip, or a move to a bigger apartment. Your little girl will weather these changes much better if her fun times with you stay exactly the same, and you will feel content that while the surroundings or circumstances of your family are in flux, her world's foundation remains solidly in place.

      
Her Care and Needs

      As your baby grows, so do her requirements and needs. They do not become more difficult, only different. No longer do you feel as if you have to hover over her every minute. At other times, you can carry your little girl with you from room to room in her baby seat. It is then that you notice she's heavier. Her weight increases along with her growth, and both change very quickly during her infancy. Although baby boys grow faster than girls during the first seven months, girls take off after that and continue to grow more rapidly until about age four. No matter how speedily your daughter grows, her needs continue to increase in two vital areas — the physical and the emotional — and her care demands that you keep both aspects of her development in mind.

      Physical Needs

      On the physical front, your baby daughter outgrows her outfits often as fast as you can replace them. You will also notice the change in her body's proportions. During her first year, her head grows almost to its adult size.
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        A baby's body shape changes because her various parts grow at different rates. Although her head is unusually large at birth — as compared to the rest of her body — her body catches up before too long. During early childhood, her arms and legs grow faster than her trunk, but the whole growth process balances itself out thereafter.

      

      Your little girl's appetite also increases as does her wish for, and ability to digest, solid foods. By the time she is four months old, you may start introducing her to one or two teaspoons of cereal, puréed fruit, or vegetables. Ask your pediatrician what he or she recommends for your baby girl; no two babies are ever the same. But before long she will indicate by her facial expressions if the jar of split peas tasted as good to her as the applesauce. Of course, her nutrition is important as is her medical care and any environmental factors that could have a negative impact on her.

      For example, if you live in an older house, you may want to have the water quality checked. Unacceptable lead levels due to old pipes have been reported in apartments and homes built more than two decades ago. Lead has also been found in old paint. Children who lick or eat paint that contains high lead levels can suffer from lead poisoning, which does not produce physical effects but can lead to mental impairment.
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          Both my parents smoke, and I'm afraid to let them spend too much time around my baby. Am I wrong?
        

        No, you're not wrong. But don't let this issue keep the grandparents from spending time with your baby. It may be hard for you to approach this subject with your parents but even so it is critical that you do. Before their next visit, have your pediatrician write a note stating that secondary smoke is especially harmful to a baby's lungs. Then make sure the doctor's advice is followed.

      

      Emotional Needs

      Your baby daughter may be able to say “Down,” meaning, “Put me down,” by the time she is one year old, but she always wants you close by. So keep spending as much time as you can with her and continue to hug, kiss, and show your love for her. Also when you promise her you will do something, follow through. Especially if you have to be separated from your little girl, you have to make sure to reattach with her emotionally each evening. A warm and trusting relationship with your daughter is a requirement that takes a little effort every day but brings enormous benefits. Babies who are neglected emotionally grow up to crave attention at all costs, often cannot cope with frustrating events, and may even show a delay in their overall development, according to studies backed by the American Medical Association's Encyclopedia of Medicine.

      Even if you work at a job with long hours, you can meet the emotional needs of your baby daughter. Every evening when you come home, focus on her first thing. Many research studies prove that infants do very well with more than one primary caregiver. All that is required is a person who is loving and consistent and fills in capably for you while you are gone.

      
        
[image: illustration] Alert

        Most experts agree that a baby should be taken care of at home if the mother decides to go back to work. So try your best to find a warm and reliable caregiver to come to your house. Or maybe you and a friend can share an experienced caregiver. Do not leave your baby with someone who has more than two infants to look after.

      

      As with so many aspects of parenting, your baby's care becomes easier the older she gets. Her needs are less difficult to meet when she is able to express what she wants or what is bothering her. Sometimes, however, even after she has learned to say a few words, she still cannot tell you exactly what is wrong.

      
The Fussy Baby

      Not all babies are placid and easily entertained and looked after during their first year. Some babies have such fine-tuned systems that they resemble extremely complicated mechanisms that can have many breakdowns. So you, the parent, have a lot on your plate, trying to adjust to a newborn baby with a high susceptibility to colds, earaches, or the flu, or one who has allergies, for example. You find yourself going to the pediatrician every week and constantly filling the prescriptions she gives you. Then you try to figure out how to make your daughter swallow the medicine, which, of course, she detests.

      Or your baby may experience almost constant episodes of crying that are not due to an obvious illness. This type of baby is called “fussy” because she can cause a constant fuss, and these periods of crying do not abate even when you try the usual means of comforting her, such as feeding her, changing her diaper, or just cuddling her. What is worse, the periods of excessive screaming are more prolonged in the evenings when you are exhausted, having done a full day's work running the household or the office. Therefore, your fussy little girl presents an extra challenge, and one you may not have counted on, but you can manage it by using the following measures:

      
        	
          Keep a record of when the irritable periods occur in your baby's day. What preceded them?

        

        	
          Observe what she does while she's crying. Does she draw up her feet or otherwise indicate that her tummy hurts?

        

        	
          Do not feed the baby every time she cries. Many fussy babies have immature digestive tracts and a bloated stomach makes the condition worse.

        

      

      Most pediatricians use the word colic to describe the spasmodic pain that may very well be the cause of your little girl's fussiness.

      But no matter what the doctor's diagnosis is, your baby is not a happy camper. Soon you will find to your dismay that you are not a happy camper either. The good news is that your little girl will outgrow the condition at least by the time she is six months old, although some babies — just like some adults — have a more sensitive digestive system that may be theirs for life. So while your daughter suffers from this common but harmless colicky state that occurs in roughly one in ten infants, you want to do what you can to help her feel better.

      Some things you can try include:

      
        	
          Taking her for a ride in your car

        

        	
          Playing some soothing music

        

        	
          Putting her facedown on your knees while stroking her back

        

        	
          Giving her a pacifier

        

        	
          Rocking her in a rocking chair

        

      

      Know that simply waiting until she gets older will also help, especially if you turn to your network of family and friends and share your concerns.

      
Draw on Your Network

      Being a parent to a baby girl — whether she is the calm or the fussy type — is made so much easier if you have a network of other people in place who can come in and relieve you when your nerves get frayed. Many experts warn parents not to get too exhausted because exhaustion makes even easy baby chores, such as feeding or bathing, much more difficult. Therefore, have your phone handy. Have on speed-dial all those people who can help you not only with the chores related to your infant but also with bringing in groceries and lifting your mood. Text simple questions; e-mail more complicated ones. Revel in the knowledge that your sisters and brothers, and your mom and dad circle around you more closely now. Ask them for help.

      Enjoy Baby Joys

      Enjoy being the center of your extended family's attention; be sure to inform each member of your little daughter's progress. Don't think you are shamelessly using them when you ask them to pick up the dry cleaning, make a run to the grocery store, load the dishwasher, and bring on the diapers.

      Being pampered as a parent is also very important. Imagine a new mother whose baby girl goes through a relatively easy few weeks and then develops a stretch of irritability. Imagine her calling her parents before she and her partner are at their wits' end. Her family could bring home-cooked meals to her and take dirty laundry away and return it washed and folded. They may also schedule mom for a manicure/pedicure. Neighbors stop by as well and bring flowers and the suggestion that a soothing bath for the baby might do the trick.

      Ask for Help

      Babies respond well to different calming techniques on different days, although not according to what you have in mind. Sometimes just putting your baby into the loving arms of another person — your grandmother, uncle, or cousin — distracts her enough to be able to sleep.

      
        
[image: illustration] Alert

        You can be a hero but not if it means you feel as though you have to shoulder all the responsibilities that come along with an infant girl. When you drive a car, you have to stop and pull over when you are sleepy to avoid an accident. The same concept applies with your baby. Ask someone for help before you collapse from fatigue or reach the end of your rope.

      

      When the well-being of your baby is at stake, don't go it alone. You have to ask other people to assist you. You cannot drive yourself until there is nothing left in you. That is why you must also call on another network — your close and personal one. Just like your baby girl, your close and personal network cannot thrive without your looking after it and its needs. You do that by making sure its various segments are never neglected.

      Faith and Friends

      The first segment is your faith and passion. Keep your faith strong and indulge in what you are passionate about. You are special; don't forget. Next, remember your friends, no matter how far away. Keep in touch with them by e-mailing them a picture of your baby girl or a dozen. Then tend to your own mind. If you read a book a week before the baby came, get back to that relaxing pursuit and to your news magazines, e-zines, your blogging, your favorite shows, and your puzzles.

      Your Physical Health

      The biggest part of your close and personal network is your relationship with your own body. Breathe deeply, stretch, and start exercising. Your muscles will be grateful to you, your pants will fit better, and your energy level will skyrocket. Your little girl will look up to you as she watches you and even tries to imitate you. You and your spouse can then enjoy all aspects of being a wonderful family. If you are a single parent, you should be extra proud of the way you are evolving and getting better/stronger every day.

    

  
    
      CHAPTER 2

      
      Your Toddler Daughter

      As you are beginning to realize, as your little girl grows older and becomes a toddler, looking after her becomes easier. There are two reasons for that. First, her increasing size makes her less fragile to handle. Second, she learns to communicate better with you, so she can better tell you what might be wrong with her. Therefore, you have so many more child-rearing options, and what a joy it is to use them.

      
Girl Playgroups and Toys

      One option you have is to widen the circle of interactions for your little girl. Up until now, this circle may have included only the parents, other close relatives, and/or the babysitter or caregiver. But now your little girl is ready to meet new people — her peers. For that reason, you now want to investigate all appropriate playgroups in your area.

      Of course, if your daughter already spends the time you are at work in day care, she may already have a playgroup. Then just add visits to the park and the playground, with you choosing carefully what types of play equipment your little girl is ready for. Keep in mind that toddlers have mastered many skills and enjoy playing with all sorts of toys. They can:

      
        	
          Climb up stairs — with two feet to a step — and benches, and back down.

        

        	
          Throw and kick a ball and retrieve it.

        

        	
          Push a doll in a carriage and carry their favorite stuffed animal everywhere.

        

        	
          Build towers with many blocks and ride a tricycle.

        

      

      
        
[image: illustration] Fact

        A playgroup is a group of children, ranging from at least two to many that is organized for the purpose of meeting and playing under appropriate supervision. These meetings can be held in a commercial, faith-based, or private setting.

      

      So give your daughter a chance to try out her new play skills in a group setting. If you are a stay-at-home parent, however, and your little girl hasn't been exposed to many other children, you need to go more slowly. Introduce other little girls and boys to your daughter one at a time and starting with short periods. Many mothers of toddlers form an informal group that meets, for example, three times a week, on a rotating basis. While the parents watch and visit, the small children play alongside each other or — as they mature — with each other. The most beneficial playgroup arrangement is one that includes the following:

      
        	
          Your daughter gets to spend time in her home environment.

        

        	
          The supervision is along a one-to-one ratio.

        

        	
          The parents benefit, too, as they have a chance to air their frustrations and share their baby girl joys.

        

        	
          The cost is usually minimal. There may be a small cost for the refreshments.

        

      

      When you select a playgroup in a commercial or faith-based setting, you may have the assurance that the staff is well trained, but the ratio of kids to supervisors may be less than ideal — three or four toddlers to an adult, when two is a handful. Also the cost may be prohibitive, as well as the driving time. Still, check out all possibilities.

      Pick ‘n’ Choose Playgroups

      Of course, you know what will work best for you and your circumstances. But whatever choice you make, go slowly with the playgroup. Stay with your little girl until she is comfortable in her new setting. Depending on the degree of comfort you have with the playgroup you have selected, that may mean you will always be in the same room with your little girl, or at least close by.

      
        
[image: illustration] Alert

        Never drop off your little girl in a new playgroup and leave — no matter how highly recommended that group may be. The success of your daughter's fit into the group depends on the group and your daughter's ability to adjust. Start with a trial period of a few minutes and lengthen that a few minutes at a time, with you present.

      

      Your best guideline to a playgroup is your little girl's reaction. If she eagerly anticipates going to play with her new friends again, all is well. But if she is reluctant to attend the group, do not push her. Some toddler girls are not ready for group play. It overwhelms them. Others can sense a lack of warmth and love for children in the supervisors and while they cannot explain the negative “vibes,” parents must trust their child's feelings, and either find another playgroup, hold off for a while longer, or start one themselves.

      Tough Playgroups

      Sometimes, the children in a playgroup are older than your little girl; they may be more rowdy, more demanding, even aggressive. Make sure the other little girls and boys are the types of children you want your little girl to emulate. You do not want her suddenly coming home saying bad words and hitting other children. Once you investigate what is going on, you will find that the other toddlers are not “bad,” it's just that no one has taken the time to teach them how to behave with other children.
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        From the age of nine months on, babies can understand the meaning of the words no and yes. After hearing “no” every time they do something that is not acceptable, they associate the word with something they should not do and “yes” with something they should do.

      

      But unfortunately you cannot take all the toddlers in your neighborhood under your wing. The best you can do is to express your concerns and reasons for leaving one playgroup and joining another. You already have much to do. Raising your little girl is a full-time job that fills whatever hours you have available, especially during the year from age two to age three.

      
The Terrific Twos

      In the past, the period between twenty-four months and thirtysix months in a child's life used to be called “the terrible twos” because with the development of a child's ability to speak, she could suddenly seem much more demanding — and at quite a loud volume. Furthermore, this was the same time when most parents were ready for a little respite from the nonstop baby care and suddenly their quiet and easily pacified bundle of joy turned into a little person who banged the top of her high chair with her fist, wanted something now, and kept asking for it until she got it. If this took a little while, she stomped her feet and screamed so loud it made their heads ring.

      Your Two-Year-Old's World

      The reason for the terrible twos perception was that many parents did not understand the normal stages of their child's development. At approximately two years of age, the child sees her world opening up with so much on the horizon that she cannot yet have. By then she has also learned that her parents can be manipulated by simply showing her displeasure — and the more obvious the better. Now she can use many words, but she doesn't necessarily understand their meanings. All she is good at is making demands. Plus, she is filled with questions and fires them off, one after the other. Also, while she has developed either left- or right-hand dominance by now and can undo her buttons and untie her shoes, she cannot yet close her buttons or tie her laces. Nor can she do other things that seem so simple to adults. So she is boiling over with frustration and impatience.
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          Ever since my little girl turned two, she refuses to do anything I tell her. What am I doing wrong?
        

        Nothing, but age two is a hard time for a child and her parents. Remember she is not intentionally trying to be rebellious or defiant. She is just trying to express her growing independence, but she doesn't yet have adequate verbal skills to do so. Know that this won't last and that your little girl will outgrow this phase.

      

      Be Prepared

      None of these characteristics are negative, however, unless the parent is not prepared. In fact, your little girl's demanding attitude and hurry-up manner are an opportunity to teach her how to act acceptably. All you have to do is expect her increased impatience, demands, and questioning and have a plan to deal with them. Slowly and surely, you will make progress with her.

      What helps is that by now your daughter has learned to follow simple instructions. Therefore, make your instructions to her as simple and to the point as you can and expect them to be followed. No explanations need to be given about why you want her to drink her milk or get her coat besides, “Because I said so.” In years to come you will want to give a reason for your instructions and rules, but now is too early for your little girl to understand whatever deeper implications there might be.
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        Pediatrician Dr. Alan Greene, who is on the faculty of Stanford University School of Medicine, prefers to call the terrible twos — which may begin before that age and may continue after age three — the “first adolescence” because it is the first time in a child's life when she exhibits oppositional — that is, disagreeable — behavior.

      

      But if you give directions to your little girl in a kind but firm tone, you will get results. So, do not start screaming or moping over your hurt feelings when she balks. Your daughter does not mean to upset you. She is just going through a stage. Also there is no need for you to jump every time she expresses a wish. Calmly do what seems reasonable, after explaining to her that she has to ask nicely and not be demanding. Also, help her understand that raising her voice will not make you run to her side unless she is hurt. Only then is it all right — even necessary — to scream.

      There are several practices that ensure the terrible twos turn into the terrific twos, which they can. First, be forewarned and do not take the sudden disagreeableness in your little girl as a sign you have made a mistake. Take it as an opportunity to expand your parenting skills. The following hints have been tried by many parents and they work, if you use them on a consistent basis:

      
        	
          Avoid asking her a question that can be answered with no, such as, “Do you want to wear the blue top?”

        

        	
          Give her two choices: “Would you like to wear the pink top or the yellow one?”

        

        	
          Have a regular routine for naps, meals, and so on, and try to stick to it each day.

        

        	
          If there are two things she needs to do, allow her to decide which she wants to do first, as in, “Do you want to pick up your toys first or take your bath first?”

        

      

      Various other methods may occasionally work for parents of a little girl caught in the throes of the confrontational twos, but calmness and consistency always work — after a while. So keep at it.

      Parenting Growth

      Furthermore, discuss with other mothers and fathers what works for them and take notes. If you have an acquaintance with an exceptionally well-behaved three-year-old, ask for her cell phone number. An answer to your quick “help me” text can get you back on track. Also remember what you've tried that has the best result for you. Then roll up your sleeves, feel confident in your parenting, and enjoy this terrific time in your daughter's life. She is becoming quite a little person now with a preference to dress up and play imaginatively. Or she will line up her stuffed animals and give them a talking to. She certainly makes your coming home from work a joy every evening and gives you a reason to live. Yes, as a mom or dad of a toddler girl, you never wonder why you are here on this earth. You know your purpose is to raise this smart and beautiful little girl to the best of your ability.

      In the process of rearing your daughter, you continue to grow as well. The more she challenges you with her developmental stages — some smooth, some rocky — the more chances you have to be resourceful and draw out innate parenting abilities you never even knew you possessed.

      
Your Girl Learns to Listen

      The underlying purpose of all parenting is to enable the child to have an easier life. That is the reason for teaching your little girl one of the most important skills she can possess: how to listen and listen well. Once she has mastered this skill, all other childhood tasks are so much easier for her to grasp and for you to teach.

      One thing that can get in the way of your little girl's learning to listen is the TV. So often this appliance has become a second parent. In too many households, it is turned on the moment someone gets up or comes home. Yet unlike a mom or a dad, TV never demands anything of your child. It is filled nonstop with changing images, music, and bright colors, but it does not demand your child's full attention.

      Even if you do not have the TV on constantly, being exposed to it for a few hours daily — or being exposed to lots of DVDs or CDs, even age-appropriate ones — tends to draw your baby girl's focus away from the voice of a parent or caregiver. Then she will tune out her mom's or dad's messages.

      Listening Test

      Give your daughter a quick listening test. Ask her to do a simple task such as take off her muddy tennis shoes. If your little girl does whatever small task you asked her to carry out right away, you have managed to instill good listening habits in her. But if you have to ask her more than once and if you have to trot out the one-two-three method of making sure you have been heard, you need to work on that skill with her. It will come in handy throughout her life.

      Make a game out of teaching your daughter to listen. While she is in the middle of playing with her dolls or her toy cars, ask her — in a normal tone of voice — to bring you your purse. Then time her to see how long it takes. If she responds quickly, all is well. But if your daughter takes forever to comply, tell her how important it is for her to drop everything and do what you told her. Count the seconds it takes her, write them down, and on the following day, try the experiment again. The response time should get shorter. Practice with her until she learns to set aside immediately whatever occupies her and to carry out the task you gave her promptly. “Always do what Mommy or Daddy says” must be her motto.

      Clear Voice

      While you are teaching your little girl to listen better and to act at once when you call her, you have to speak clearly, especially when you proceed to tell her to do more than one thing. Observe her as she next gets her coat and your purse. After that ask her to do three things and see how well she listened to your instructions. Can she remember all the little tasks you asked her to perform?

      
        
[image: illustration] Fact

        Roughly 75 percent of all school instruction is delivered via oral communication. In the workplace most people devote more than one-third of their working hours to face-to-face talking. So even with all the electronic devices people use to communicate and exchange messages, being able to listen is crucial.

      

      Of course, you must model good listening. When she tells you something, concentrate on her story. Answer her questions, even if she peppers you with them. Even better, alternate the questioning and listening. She can ask you something and you respond carefully. Then you ask her something and expect a complete answer from her — as much as she can give you one. Shrugs are to be avoided. Next, work on having her listen to what someone else says. Take her to story time at the library, and ask her to listen to the narrator carefully. On the way home, ask her what the story was about, and listen to her tell you all sorts of details you might have missed. As a consequence, she will learn to listen better.

      Clear Understanding

      Your daughter will grow up with the knowledge that you will always listen to her, whatever she has on her mind, if you prove it to her early on. As a result, she will remember that Mom and Dad are the rocks she can depend on to hear her out. But for now, just being able to listen to her parents diminishes many of the troubles a little girl might get into because she will automatically absorb what you have told her not to do and mind you — or not.
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