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THE
EVERYTHING®
GUIDE TO
RAISING
A TODDLER

Dear Reader,

Raising a small child is one of the most creative adventures you can have. Through the amazing growth of your toddler you will discover everything about life once again for yourself. Whatever you took for granted is suddenly not true from the perspective of this wondrous small person. Your toddler has unusual names for things, quirky categories, and strange and mysterious ways of accomplishing ordinary tasks. Guiding your toddler through this stage of childhood will require more energy than you would ever think is humanly possible, but the result is worth it—a three-year-old who is more conversational, more sociable, more self-disciplined, and in general, quite a pleasant member of your family.

This unique, rewarding responsibility gives you a role in forming the character of the next generation! Have some fun, and realize that at the same time you are creating incredible memories for your family. Take lots of photos and note the details in a baby book or blog, as these short months are irreplaceable.
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Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series!

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can choose to read an Everything® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, and e-ssentials. We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have more than 400 Everything® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you’re done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything®!
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Introduction

The toddler years are far from terrible! In fact, toddlerhood can be one of the most awe-inspiring and magical times in the lives of both parent and child. All a parent needs is a little direction to change these often trying years into terrific memories. Today’s toddlers grow up in a world entirely different from the one their parents grew up in, and certainly more different from their grandparents’ world. Your eighteen-month- to three-year-old child observes people using cell phones every day and learns from observation that interesting things happen when a finger touches the screen. Life happens faster when surrounded by digital technology.

The cashier at the fast food restaurant notes the order on a touch screen and instantly the meal appears. Touch a particular spot on the phone and you can talk to Grandma. Anything you want to know you can look up on the Internet. For months you have been sending digital photos of your baby to friends and family over the phone or Internet. Everything seems to happen at the flick of a finger.

It is clear that your toddler will grow up comfortable with media of all sorts. You undoubtedly have one to four televisions in your home, one or two computers, and mostly likely cable or satellite TV. You have a cell phone and numerous other electronic devices. How can you mix all this with being a parent? This guide will help you find a middle ground between the past child-rearing methods and the new. You won’t have to completely reinvent the wheel, but you can enjoy your toddler with a modern flourish and flair.

You are raising your toddler in an explosion of electronic media. Software and hardware are available for infants even as young as nine months. Your toddler may have already graduated from Baby Mozart and Baby Einstein. The avalanche of software and devices are here to stay. How can you best determine what is good for your toddler and how to use it? What is normal for a toddler anyway? You realize that you definitely cannot refer to Dr. Spock, your grandmother, or in some cases, even your parents, as times have definitely changed. Older relatives and friends may be able to remember at what age toddlers walk and talk, and that is a reassuring help. But no one in past generations will have a clue about recommended apps for your toddler’s iPad.

Media is a part of your life, every day. It is part and parcel of the fabric of your being, and you honestly cannot imagine existence without all your gadgets and instant access to anything and everything in your world. How do you raise a toddler in the context of such an instant digital world? How much of it is okay for your little one, and where can you find help with making decisions about your toddler?

Some of the tried-and-true information about toddlers does not change over time, and this book will help you get grounded with some of that. Some things change as generations change, and this book will help you get current on those topics. And some aspects of parenting a toddler are brand new with your generation! You get to be at the forefront of exploring digital life with a small one. This book will help you make some decisions about that, too, that is if your little tyke isn’t already showing you the latest applications!

Your toddler will be in the enviable position of being completely comfortable with many forms of technology throughout her life. It is up to you to help her navigate the way. This book will help you. Consider it your GPS for the years between eighteen months and three years old.





CHAPTER 01
One Giant Step

The day your toddler pulls himself up and starts tentatively taking steps around low pieces of furniture will be one of the most exciting days of your life! You will grab your phone or digital camera, and put those captured moments on YouTube, Facebook, and Flickr by the end of the day. Your toddler’s world (and yours) is forever changed now that he is upright and mobile. Everything will be upside down and chaotic for about the next year and a half. Brace yourself and take a deep breath!

Getting Around, Toddler Style

The term “toddler” says a lot about what happens during this stage of your child’s growth. He has progressed from crawling to standing up, and by the age of three may be jumping and skipping. All these activities of locomotion engage the toddler’s large muscle groups—the arms, legs, body, and head—in order to move around in space.

Pulling Himself Up

A toddler should be able to pull himself up to a standing position using furniture, a leg, or whatever sturdy object is handy. To help him get this movement, which usually comes before walking, from a kneeling position, place your child’s hand on a coffee table for balance and help him position one foot on the floor and then the other. Gently lift his body, easing his weight onto his legs and feet. You may hear chortles of glee, as the world looks very different from this perspective!

Cruising

Children make their way around the room using furniture to steady themselves. To encourage cruising, put an enticing toy on a coffee table a few inches beyond the reach of the child when he is standing up, holding onto the table. This stage often closely follows pulling up. Your little cruiser will be the life of the party at family gatherings as he moves from person to person holding on to everyone’s knees.

Climbing

By twelve months, most babies can climb at least twelve inches at a time. Steps are a great place to practice. With a safety gate at the third step, put your baby into a crawling position at the bottom landing, an enticing toy at the top step, and show him how to extend his hands and slide his knees forward to climb up to it. Once your toddler has mastered climbing, you will need to look around your house and check again for safety issues. It is common for toddlers to fall out of their crib once they’ve become master climbers. You might let him graduate to a bed lower to the floor.

Walking

Timid toddlers may be reluctant to let go of steadying objects, so they might walk a bit later. While your toddler is standing up holding on to a piece of furniture, sit just out of reach and call him to you. Catch him before he falls and exclaim, “Wow! My baby’s walking!” When he’s confident enough to let go for half a step, expand the distance by a few inches.

Running

Clear an area in the house where the toddler can practice this important skill. Your decor may suffer if you must push furniture against the wall of a small living room to make space, but your child’s development and safety are definitely more important! Eliminate the lumps from the carpeting and use nonslip area rugs to soften hardwood and tile floors. Open areas in a park are wonderful for random running.
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If a sedentary toddler shuns physical activity, he may need some incentives to get proper exercise. Parents can enroll themselves and their toddler in a kiddie exercise class. Check online, local parenting magazines, private gyms and spas, and early childhood education programs for leads. Friends with toddlers are good sources of information, too.



Jumping

You may need to demonstrate jumping and help your toddler until he figures out this complex movement. After demonstrating, grasp the child under the arms, lift him up a few inches, lower him until his feet touch the ground, and then quickly lift him back up. Repeat several times. If you jump along with him, he will get the idea more quickly (and it’s good exercise for you).

Hopping

Use the same procedure as for jumping, except show your toddler how to extend one leg and keep the other bent. Grasp him under the arms, and help him get the idea by bouncing him up and down. Don’t expect him to hop or jump by himself. The aim should be practice, not mastery, at this stage.

Skipping involves combining walking and hopping, so the motion is step-hop-step. By age three, your toddler might be interested in learning how to skip.

Galloping

Galloping is a more advanced skill for toddlers closer to age three. Gallop in slow motion first. The trick to galloping is to make sure that one foot always lands flat on the ground while the other foot remains bent so the child lands on the ball of his foot, without pressing down on the heel. Show him how to step forward, place his whole foot on the ground, then move the other foot forward and step down on the ball of the foot before moving the first foot forward again. Some fun cowboy props and a stick horse might make galloping more enticing.

Collision Course

You might wonder why your toddler runs into so many things as she is learning to walk. Her perceptual system is different and not fully developed. She doesn’t scope out everything that is in the way before taking off across the room. She’s more interested in where she’s going than how she’s getting there. As a result, there will be many mishaps.

Think of your little girl as having a one-track mind at this stage. She cannot plot her course and strategize going around things while she’s learning to manage those rubbery legs. She just takes off for the sheer exuberance of movement and lets the chips fall where they may.

Toddler bodies are roly-poly in order to cushion those numerous falls. And keep in mind, she’s much closer to the floor than you are. You can ease the pain and insult of tumbles by dressing your little one in long pants during the earlier stages of walking. A little fabric over the knee can prevent the skin from getting scraped every time there’s a fall.

It might be fun to set up a room in your home with mostly pillows and a soft rug or carpet. Your toddler can explore the space with her new-found skill without hurting herself.

Difficulty coordinating large and small muscle groups and a lack of clarity about physical boundaries cause clumsiness—and both are basic characteristics of toddlers! The usual solution is years of practice. The school of hard knocks will teach them exactly where their body leaves off and the rest of the world begins.


[image: ]

Controlled rocking in a rocking chair requires subtle flexing movements that are hard for toddlers. Practice sessions are good physical therapy and help develop coordination and motor control. But if rowdiness persists, make the rocker off-limits and substitute an active game to burn off some high-octane toddler energy.



However, some toddlers have a high threshold for pain, so the usual bumps and bruises don’t teach them to stop before colliding with the chair, the end table, or the ground—or even with themselves. They step on their own feet and their own hand clunks them in the jaw. They may cry each time it happens, but they are so readily distracted that they forget to watch what they’re doing and the same or similar accidents keep recurring. “Careful!” “Look out! “Don’t hurt yourself!” “Next time, watch where you’re going,” their parents repeat as these seeming daredevils continue to knock and scrape and batter themselves in their heedlessly rough-and-tumble play.

But children aren’t daredevils if they don’t comprehend the risk. Warnings work only if youngsters know what to do to prevent another injury. They learn from their mistakes only if they remember what went wrong last time and can figure out what to do differently to avoid a repetition of the problem when the same situation arises.

If warnings and frequent bumps don’t slow your youngster down, provide comfort after she’s been injured, and then encourage her to repeat the same movement, but this time without hurting herself. Praise her for being successful. Multiplied over many situations, this kind of concentrated teaching can help toddlers tune in to the position of their body and be more aware of the proximity of their limbs, head, and torso to other objects. Meanwhile, encourage better body awareness by combining song and movement, such as in “The Hokey Pokey.” This familiar childhood song helps the toddler isolate particular parts of the body and gain a little more self-control.
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Some experts say swimming lessons before age four don’t help children learn faster because of the limitations of their central nervous system and muscle development. Still, water babies’ classes can be lots of fun and will encourage them to stretch their little muscles.



Style and Grace

Some toddlers try quite unique ways of getting around once they’re up on two feet. Your little one may tiptoe around like a ballerina for days and days. It’s nothing to worry about, unless she is unable to keep her feet flat on the floor when she’s squatting. She won’t be a prima ballerina forever. It’s just a way to experiment with various sensations in the foot and leg, while she’s learning how it all works.

Your toddler might walk pigeon-toed or waddle with an endearing Charlie Chaplin gait. These phases are temporary as well. If it seems that the unusual style is persisting, you can check with your pediatrician, but usually it’s not a problem. Sometimes these ways of placing the feet give your toddler a better sense of balance.

Your little one may goose-step like a head majorette until she learns that such high stepping isn’t necessary to take the next stride. When it’s all new, it may seem like an extraordinary feat to get those legs to move in an alternating fashion.

Watch Out!

Once your toddler is movin’ and groovin’ you have to be alert every waking moment, as potentials for mishaps are much greater than when she was on all fours. Perhaps an example will help you understand just how a toddler’s mind and body interact. If a toddler is reaching for a freshly iced cake sitting on the table and hears her mother yelling, “Don’t touch!” her natural response is to turn her face toward the sound. Then, when she sees that Mother is addressing her, she must figure out what she’s trying to tell her. Once she comprehends that her mother’s words refer to her hand reaching for the cake and realizes that she wants her to stop, she must figure out which muscles to contract and which to relax to get that little hand to drop to her lap. By then, the hand may well be covered with icing.
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Walkers do not help babies to walk faster. In fact, most authorities suggest that you not bother with them. An estimated 29,000 children each year have an accident in rolling walkers serious enough to send them to an emergency room! You don’t need your baby to be playing bumper cars with everything in the house.



It’s understandable that a parent who doesn’t have a grasp of toddler development gets very upset in this situation. After all, she said, “Don’t touch,” and her toddler looked straight at her and stuck her hand in the cake. It’s tough enough to have the problem of a ruined cake and an icing-covered toddler. The anger that comes from believing the toddler has purposely misbehaved can cause the mother to punish her child, which leaves the toddler feeling upset without even understanding what she did wrong. So instead of attributing evil intentions to toddlers’ misbehavior, be considerate of their inability to process information quickly, and be patient!

Think of the fact that there’s a time delay in the child’s processing of information. You may see this, also, in a delayed reaction when the child falls down. It takes a few seconds for her brain to interpret the pain signals, which are arriving from a different part of the body than she had expected. It will take another few seconds for the brain to communicate with the throat and eyes so she can let out a large wail and begin to cry. Don’t conclude that your child isn’t hurt because she didn’t start crying at once! If the child isn’t injured, provide comfort by helping her up and telling her she’s okay. Let her think through what just happened rather than admonishing her to “be more careful.” A toddler won’t understand what that means, as she has no context for those words. Just comfort her and reassure her in her courageous explorations. To avoid collisions, clear an area of your home where your toddler can run safely, or provide an opportunity each day to play outside.

How to Make Your House Safe for Walking

Whether your child is off and running, or taking his time, there are things you can do to make things a little easier for him and reduce some risks. Open up space in the rooms of your house so toddlers don’t have to navigate an obstacle course as they waddle about. Be careful to do the following:


	Remove furniture from high-traffic areas.


	Keep toys picked up.


	Put towels over skid areas to prevent rug burn.


	Pad hard edges of furniture to guard against head injuries. Be especially aware of the corners of low coffee tables.


	Allow toddlers to go barefoot inside whenever possible.




Stairs

Stairs are as dangerous as they are intriguing for toddlers. Until they can negotiate them safely on their own, place a sturdy safety gate at the top and bottom of the stairway. Check to see that its folding mechanism will not pinch little fingers. Remember: What goes up can also fall down! To prevent stairway-related injuries:


	Keep steps and landings free of clutter.


	Secure the edges of carpeting.


	Place skid-proof mats on slippery hardwood and linoleum.


	Keep the stairs well illuminated.


	Place guards on railings, windows, and patios above the first floor.




Finally, when your youngster is old enough to begin practicing climbing up and down (around age two), move the bottom gate up to give him an opportunity to practice on the first few stairs.

Bathroom Safety

Between the cramped space, slippery floors that invite falls, and the unforgiving porcelain fixtures that hurt so much in a crash, bathrooms need special attention to protect wobbly toddlers.


[image: ]

 Why has my toddler reverted to crawling again?
If a toddler experiences stress of some sort (parent returning to work, change in environment, a new sibling, or not feeling well) he may regress back to crawling for a time.



Use skid-proof flooring and mats on your bathroom floors, and be sure to place decals or a skid-proof mat on the bottom of the tub and shower. Stick decals on the rim of the tub and shower walls, too. In the event of a slip, that bit of friction may help break a fall.

On Toddler Time

On the day that you have a bunch of errands to do—supermarket shopping, paying bills, returning something at the department store—your toddler seems to want to walk at a snail’s pace. Why is this? It could be a little bit of the toddler rebelliousness that creeps in during these months of rapid growth, or it could be simply that your child finds everything quite fascinating along the way. She has a lot to investigate—signs, trees, dogs, other people, stuff in the store, or the changing shapes of the clouds. All this is important work for her, just as your errands are important to you. The difference is, she’s not in a hurry. You will learn with experience how much a toddler can be expected to do during a given amount of time. It will be easier for both of you if you maintain a steady, yet flexible pace as you’re out and about.

The Well-Shod Toddler

Buying a pair of shoes is an exciting rite of passage, but your little one may not see it the same way you do! Here are some important considerations before you make that all-important trip to buy new shoes:


	Make sure you both are rested and have had a good meal.


	Find a store that is toddler friendly, where the salespeople understand small children.


	Put socks on your child that he will be wearing with the shoes you intend to buy.


	Shop at midday and midweek when the stores are not crowded.


	Have your child stand in the shoes, not sit down. The fit will be different.


	Check for a little bit of room in both the width and length of the shoe, but not too much. Resist getting a size too large for him to “grow into.” It will be very discouraging and uncomfortable for him to clunk around in shoes that don’t fit.


	Choose nonslip, flexible soles, no heel, and upper construction of canvas or leather. Plastic doesn’t breathe and causes a build up of perspiration.


	Choose bright, appealing colors, especially for older toddlers.


	Look for a reasonable price. The shoes will be replaced in just a few months.


	Consider getting two pairs at a time so you can rotate them. That way, they can dry out between uses.




You will probably be replacing shoes every three to four months, and even more frequently if your child has a growth spurt. Resist the impulse to use hand-me-down shoes for your toddler. The shape of the shoe has molded to someone else’s foot, and it does your child a disservice to expect his foot to adapt to someone else’s shoe. If you decide to get very formal shoes for a special party or wedding, realize that they most likely will be worn only once.

As important as the shoe-shopping expedition is, keep in mind that in cultures where people do not wear shoes at all, people have healthier feet! Yes, in your busy life in Western society, people wear shoes for practical reasons—hard sidewalks and floors, broken glass, and any number of other reasons—but a perspective that it’s arbitrary and temporary will keep you from stressing out too much.

Fun Activities for Walking Toddlers

Once your toddler is reasonably steady on her feet, she will love anything having to do with dance. On those days when she’s ready to rumble (or rumba) try some of these ideas. Your toddler does not have to take lessons and learn fancy steps to dance. Encourage your child to be free with her movements. Let her use her body to express herself. Don’t be shy! Why not kick off your shoes and join in the fun?

Dancing Statues

This game will help your child develop listening skills and self-control while she has fun.


	Play music and encourage your child to dance. Randomly stop the music and ask the child to freeze a pose. As your child improves, you can ask her to hold the pose for longer periods of time.




Traffic Light

In this activity your child can learn how to follow directions and develop self-control while she dances. You will need:


	Paper plates


	Construction paper in red, yellow, and green


	Popsicle sticks





	Cut construction paper to the size of the paper plates. Staple paper to plates and attach Popsicle sticks. These are your traffic signals.


	Play music for your child to dance to. Hold up the different colored signs as she dances. When you hold up the green sign, she should dance fast. The yellow sign means dance slowly, and when you hold up the red sign, she should stop.




Dancing Partner

Dancing with a partner takes extra skill and coordination. Why not pair up your child with someone her own size?


	Play music for your child to dance to. Provide her with a large doll to serve as her dancing partner. Just about any doll will do, but a large rag doll works best.




Action Plays

Action plays are popular with young children. They are a great way to engage your child’s imagination. Just about any story or rhyme can be adapted. Let these activities serve as an inspiration—maybe you can think of other ways to get your child to act out stories.

Birds That Fly

This is a “follow the leader” activity. Much like Simon Says, the object is to fool the player(s). For younger toddlers, just stick with the true directives.


	Call out an animal and an action for your child to imitate. For example, when you call out, “Birds fly,” your child should flap his arms like a bird.


	There are many possible directives, such as frogs that hop, snakes that slither, or horses that gallop.


	Try to fool him once in awhile by calling out a silly directive. For example, say, “Fish hop.” If you fail to trick him, he gets a turn being the caller.




Jack-in-the-Box

This short-action play is sure to get your child’s attention and bring some laughter as well. For younger age groups, you can instead play the song “Pop Goes the Weasel.” When the song gets to “pop,” everyone can pop up. You may need to cue the children when it is time to do this by yelling, “Pop!” or raising your arms.


	While your child crouches on the floor, repeat the following rhyme in a slow and suspenseful way:

Jack-in-the-Box, so quiet and still. Will he come up?


	The child springs up and shouts, “Oh yes he will!!”




Rescue

Engage your child’s imagination while helping him develop balance and large motor skills. You can change the theme of the rescue to suit your child’s interest. Perhaps he can rescue the kitten from the dogs or the princess from the dragons.


	Place a bunch of rags in a small bag or basket.


	Have your child scatter these around the floor.


	Choose an object/prop to be rescued. This can be another rag, a stuffed animal, or something else. Toss this object into the center of the others.


	Challenge your child to walk in and retrieve (rescue) this object without stepping on the others. You might tell him that the dragons are sleeping and that he needs to tiptoe in carefully.




Once I Saw a Bird

This cute action includes a nice variety of actions.


	Teach your child the following rhyme and corresponding movements:





Once I saw a little bird come hop, hop, hop

(hop around)

So I said, “Little bird will you stop, stop, stop?”

(hold hand in front of body)

I was going to the window to say, “How do you do?”

(wave)

When he shook his little tail and away he flew.

(wiggle rear end, then flap arms)



Exercise and Creative Movement

Many adults view exercise as an unpleasant chore. This is not so for young children. You will find that your toddler enjoys exercise just as much as any other movement and dance activities. In fact, she may be even more enthusiastic if she feels that she is doing a grown-up activity.

Jump!

Young children often seem to have boundless energy. This activity will help them burn some of that energy and help them develop large motor skills.


	Play a lively CD and have your child jump up and down. You can show older children how to do jumping jacks.




Sticky Balls

This is an activity for a group of children that encourages cooperation and helps develop motor skills.


	Have the children all bounce around in a defined area.


	When two children meet, they stick together and bounce together.


	Continue until all the children are stuck in one large ball.




Fun Walk

Children of all ages will want to try this activity. What other surfaces can you think of to include?


	Tape a strip of clear contact paper onto the floor, sticky side up.


	Stick a path of Bubble Wrap packing material onto the contact paper.


	Have your child remove her shoes and socks before stepping on the Bubble Wrap path. You may need to hold her hand to help her with balance.




Flying

This activity is best when your child has lots of room to move.


	Chant the following rhyme, and teach your toddler the movements to go along with the words:





The airplane has great big wings

(arms outstretched)

Its propeller spins around and sings

(spin arms)

The airplane goes up

(arms up)

The airplane goes down

(arms down)

The airplane goes through clouds all over town.

(“fly” around)



A Thin Line

A piece of rope is all that is needed to help your child practice balance and coordination.

For this activity you will need:


	Approximately five feet of rope





	Stretch the rope out straight on the ground. Have your child practice walking along it like a tightrope walker. If you wish, you can have her use a balance bar.


	Hold one end of the rope. Keeping the rope on the ground, wiggle it around and encourage your child to jump over it. If you don’t think it will frighten your child, you can pretend that the rope is a snake.






CHAPTER 02
Language Brain Power

You are the single most powerful influence on your toddler’s development of intelligent language skills. The way in which you speak, your tone, style, and content are imprinted on your child’s little brain, and it all will be replicated as your toddler first babbles, says individual words, and then creates original sentences. This part of your toddler’s growth is among the most exciting and rewarding! Communication opens up new ways of cooperating within the family and with people of the larger world outside the home.

Childish Imitation

Your toddler is taking in language at a silent level before you will hear her speak clearly distinguishable words. She will be taking in the lyrics of hip-hop, arguments from TV dialogue, and slogans from commercials. She will hear your outburst as you drop something or forget something important. If you are undiscriminating about the language your toddler is exposed to, you may be in for some colorful surprises when he starts putting sentences together. It might be humorous at first, but off-color language will not impress the day care instructor or your mother-in-law.

Building Blocks for Language

Every day you are adding to your child’s language development, even if you don’t realize it. In fact, the process started in the womb, as your little one became accustomed to the sound of your voice. What are some specific things you can do now to add to your toddler’s speaking skills?


	Read to her every night. Make the time with a book warm and cuddly, so she will associate language, ideas, and books with loving times with you.


	Sing to her every day. You probably remember children’s songs from your own childhood. You will never again have as appreciative an audience as your little toddler. The rhythm and rhymes of simple music help a child learn the rhythm and rhymes of speech.


	Answer your child’s questions and respond to what she says.


	Speak in a normal tone of voice, respectfully.




Add a Little Something

When your toddler speaks a small sentence or even puts together only two words, use that as an opportunity to expand the sentence, right on the spot. For example if your toddler says, “red truck” you can expand it to “Here’s your red truck.” This gradual process of adding on just a little bit expands your child’s awareness of how language works.

It can be a lot of fun, noticing how toddlers learn to become conversant. First they will name objects, a lot of objects. They will name verbs, a lot of words about things to do. It can be amusing to notice how they form generic groups. For example, for several weeks all animals may be doggies. Your child probably sees very well that a cow and horse do not look like a dog, but the word “doggie” is suitable for the time being, sort of like a placeholder. Don’t do a lot of correcting, but you can add a helpful word.

Possession

Toddlers are very interested in what belongs to whom, especially when it’s theirs. It can be fun to talk with your toddler, helping him to name things that belong to him and things that belong to you. You can say “my coat” and “your coat” indicating by touching which is which. This is a good time to talk about parts of the body every day. Make a little game out of it as you touch your child’s nose, hands, head, and feet, over and over again. Your child’s language development thrives on repetition, and he will never be bored.
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Twins will often learn to speak at a somewhat slower rate than children who are not twins. They tend to have their own private lingo and find it not as enticing to learn everyone else’s language. They always eventually catch up.



What about cute words that a child invents for various things? Sometimes younger children in families of multiple children make up words for things and don’t let them go because the other children reinforce the cute substitutions. There’s no harm in this, but it does tend to slow things down in the child’s language development. Perhaps you can get everyone in the family to agree to use the normal words. Then the littlest one will be encouraged to join in.

Lots to Talk About

Interesting activities make interesting topics of conversation between you and your toddler. It can be simple things around the house—folding laundry, opening and closing drawers, setting the dishes on the table for lunch. Each object and motion is named, and your child joins in. This is how language is learned. When you get ready to go outside, name each item of clothing and each thing you take along. You might think of it as a lot of speaking out loud your normal thought processes. “I want to take my cell phone. Here are the car keys. Let’s take along your crackers. You might get hungry later.”

In the supermarket there’s a lot to talk about. Everyone’s interested in food, including your shopping assistant. Give her something to hold while you’re going up and down the aisles. Some toddlers like to be in charge of a box of cereal. Talk about what you’re getting from the shelves and bins. “Here are some potatoes. I want three. I think I’ll get some tomatoes. These are a nice bright red.”

When you get home, if your little shopper isn’t too worn out, you can reinforce again the name of each thing. “Here are the potatoes. I’ll put them in the sink to wash. Let’s put the tomatoes in the sink to wash.” You may find yourself speaking in shorter sentences than usual. That’s your natural adaptation to your child’s learning. Keep the tone low and at a normal pitch. No need to shout or be too sing-songy.

Talking with Toys

No doubt, every day you will be helping your child to put away things and get out other things. Name each one as you go through the process. In this way, your child learns the names of each object and words of location, such as “in the box,” “on the shelf,” “in the wagon.”

Most toddlers love to talk about their dolls and stuffed animals. It’s a way of vicariously learning about themselves. You will have daily conversations about putting the animals down for a nap, dressing them, fixing them some lunch, taking them for a ride, and reading them a story. If you treat all this as serious business, your toddler will rapidly learn ways of talking about all these daily processes. Playing with stuffed animals and dolls is another opportunity to talk about parts of the body again. Your child will be highly motivated to show you the bear’s ear, tummy, foot, and hand.

Whether to Walk or Talk

Some child development experts believe that toddlers choose either walking or talking as their first priority, trying to master one before taking on the other. In other words, if your child walks first, then speech may be a little delayed. Don’t worry about it, as he is very busy learning how to physically navigate in the world. After a certain degree of mastery, he will take on speaking a lot more. The same is true in the reverse. Some children learn to speak in rather complex sentences and still are not walking very well by seventeen or eighteen months. Again, not to worry. It’s one task at a time. After the language is relatively well mastered, he will become motivated to become seriously mobile. Walking and talking are the major tasks for a toddler to learn, and it seems a lot for them to take on both at once.
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At twelve months old about half of all children can say six or more words. By three years old, the toddler’s vocabulary has ballooned to 1,000 words, along with the expression of thousands of ideas. A child’s facility with language is an important aspect of doing well in school and in social relationships.



Concrete to Abstract

Why are books and reading so important? Won’t there be plenty of time for that in school? Time shared with books is very important because your child learns that language and ideas are highly pleasurable. Even more, with the repetition of favorite stories, your little one learns that each object in life has a name, and furthermore, pictures of things have the same name as the actual thing! This is a major mental leap, a large factor in a child learning to read. You probably take for granted these conceptual tasks, but a tree is not quite the same as a picture of a tree. Yet one uses the same word for both. As your child learns this, she will move forward in leaps and bounds, very soon discussing everything there is to discuss and eagerly asking for stories about each thing of interest.

The Language Ladder

It doesn’t work to apply the averages to individual toddlers, of course, because the age at which a child begins talking is governed by physical maturation. Typically, however, the language progression is:


	Cooing


	Gurgling


	Babbling


	Gibberish


	Individual words


	Two-word sentences


	Complex sentences




The most common progression is for children to begin with one word, gradually add others, and then combine them into two-word sentences before creating more complex sentences. This is not the only pattern, however.

When it comes to saying those first dozen words, researchers say that simply practicing doesn’t make speaking perfect. Toddlers will be able to get the words out when the speech centers of the brain mature. But vocabulary comprehension grows quickly. Don’t judge your toddler’s progress with language by his ability to speak, because the amount youngsters understand is a much better predictor of later language ability. Just keep talking to your toddler, even if you don’t receive a reply!

Toddler Speak

Some youngsters mouth rapid-fire streams of gibberish. Their voices rise and fall as if they were expounding on the state of the universe. Their facial expressions are as serious and their gestures as dramatic as Shakespearean actors, yet they don’t utter a single recognizable word. This apparent delay can be worrisome to parents, but when toddlers finally start saying words people can understand, they usually begin with short sentences rather than individual words, and continue to progress rapidly.

When your toddler talks to you in gibberish, with a lot of inflection and gesture, treat it as a real conversation. You can reply, “Well that’s interesting. I hadn’t thought about it that way.” The respect you give her utterances helps her learn that conversation is important, and what she says is important.

On average, girls start talking at an earlier age than boys do, if only by a few months. Some children speak later than others because there is simply no need for them to talk—their parents and older siblings are all too adept at figuring out the meanings of their grunts and whimpers. They fulfill their toddler’s requests without letting them know that there are other, better ways to communicate.

Encourage, Gently

The best way to encourage youngsters to use words rather than gestures to communicate is to demonstrate the correct way to ask for an item. For instance, when your toddler points at a glass of water and grunts, you can respond, “Water? Can you say ‘water’?” After a brief pause to let the question sink in, hand over the water whether or not she attempts to say the word. Your child may be unable to speak because her brain is not sufficiently mature.
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Cooing seems to be innate. Even deaf infants coo. But if babies cannot hear their parents’ responses and feedback, instead of progressing to gurgles, babbles, and gibberish, the coos will gradually disappear. Even if your state mandates newborn hearing evaluations, seek a second opinion from a speech and language expert.



Trying to force her will only make her feel bad. Pushing toddlers is a definite “no-no.” There will be plenty of times when you find yourself using the “just tell me what you want” line when you really don’t know what your toddler is trying to communicate. But there’s no point in creating a scene when you do understand the gesture. Too much pressure makes children tense, and she may stop trying to speak.

Children who have delays in several areas, as premature babies often do, may have language delays, too. Parents can expect toddlers with slower overall development to begin talking later rather than sooner. There’s no need to be concerned about exactly when children start talking as long as the child is younger than two, or the following signs are present:


	Gibberish and babbling continue


	Attempts to imitate sounds continue


	Comprehension continues to improve


	Responds to your hearing tests




Still, if you can’t shake the feeling that something’s wrong, talk to your pediatrician.

Words, Words, Words

Besides normal hearing and listening in general, children need to hear words spoken in context. You’ve been uttering streams of them since day one, so by twelve months your toddler has had continuous exposure to millions of words. But if you’ve been less verbal with your child, begin now to make up for those lost months.
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