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      THE  Series

      Dear Reader,

      I still remember my shock when the secretary called me into the mental health clinic's waiting room and introduced me to my first patient a quarter of a century ago. The patient was about as tall as my knees, and he couldn't talk! I was so caught off-guard, I actually asked the secretary what I was supposed to do with him. “You're supposed to be the psychologist. I type,” she said curtly.

      Because my patient couldn't tell me what was troubling him, I set about trying to decipher his facial expressions, body postures, play, and style of relating to his parents and me in hopes of unraveling the mystery of his many fears and tantrums. As I came to understand his nonverbal communications, I realized that this was the key to understanding human beings of all ages. When people are troubled, they often lack the words needed to express themselves. The combination of errors, distortions, deceptions, and simple misunderstandings means that much is lost in the translation. And before someone can be helped, they must be clearly understood.

      In this book I relay what youngsters have taught me over the years about their feelings, wants, problems, and needs. Once adults understand the words toddlers cannot say, parenting can be more straightforward and joyful.
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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 read an EVERYTHING® book from cover-to-cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-facts, e-ssentials, e-alerts, and e-questions. We literally 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 well over 100 EVERYTHING® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging topics as weddings, pregnancy, wine, learning guitar, one-pot cooking, managing people, and so much more. When you're done reading them all, you can finally say you know EVERYTHING®!
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      Important sound bytes of information
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      Quick handy tips
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      Urgent warnings
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      Solutions to common problems
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      Introduction

      If many parents find the toddler years the most challenging, they also agree that nothing is quite as gratifying as being present through this special stage. Even though an hour spent coping with a cranky toddler can seem like a year, the opposite is also true: those twenty-four months from ages one through three pass in the blink of an eye.

      While each stage of childhood contains special joys, the intensity of the toddler years offers more emotional highs than any other stage, if parents can open their hearts to the blessings of the many precious moments. Toddlers' enthusiasm as they discover the world is infectious. Parents can re-experience the miracle of life in all of its fascinating manifestations.

      These are the years to relive the thrill of leaves blowing in the wind. To marvel at fingers and toes turning to prunes in a bathtub. To revisit the wondrous lands of Itsy Bitsy spiders, London Bridge, and Winnie the Pooh. To again delight in the mystery and beauty of butterflies, earthworms, and dandelions.

      These two short years offer parents the chance to revel in their child's long string of victories: Building a block tower and sending it crashing to the floor. Getting a bite of egg from plate to mouth with a fork. Sleeping in a big bed. Zipping a zipper and using a potty. This time offers parents the chance to experience the warmth of a spontaneous kiss, the comfort of a consoling hug, and the reassurance of knowing they are special, important, and oh-so needed.

      This book contains tips for every aspect of guiding youngsters through these critical years of rapid intellectual, physical, emotional, and moral development. It summarizes the best available information on everything from diet to safety, from discipline to fun and games.

      My best advice to parents shepherding a young one through this special stage of life can be summed up in a nutshell: Relax. Smile. And enjoy!
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There are so many “firsts” in a baby's life, and each one is a miracle — part and parcel of that gradual unfolding into humanness through which a helpless infant becomes an independent person. But of all the “firsts,” none is as momentous as when a baby lets go of a protective hand or solid piece of furniture and puts one small foot in front of the other.


An Infant Reborn

On taking that first independent step, the expression that crosses a toddler's face is one of amazement. If the youngster appears as startled as if he were entering the world for the first time, it may be because, in one sense, that is exactly what he is doing.


[image: illustration]

Like baby kangaroos that finish developing in their mother's pouch, human babies aren't ready to be born until they can walk, according to some scientists. Infants' oversized heads dictate that they leave the womb long before they could possibly survive on their own; in that sense, all babies are born prematurely. It's not until little ones can walk that they become full-fledged members of the human race!



Although it is impossible to know exactly what is happening inside their minds as they take those first tentative steps, there are indications that toddlers realize they have undergone a remarkable transformation. Most of their faces reflect ecstatic joy and wonderment, and they immediately set about perfecting their new skill. Some youngsters, however, are frightened by the dramatic change in perspective and quickly retreat to the safe, familiar world near the furniture or floor. It takes them a few days or weeks to risk more unassisted steps, as if they need more time to prepare to enter this new stage.


Free at Last

Walking is a life-altering accomplishment. Just as an upwardly mobile youngster's expanded reach frees her body, walking frees her mind. Given their rudimentary verbal skills, babies are limited in their ability to make sense of the world via indirect learning, which occurs from asking questions and listening to explanations. Therefore, they need to experience the world directly, by using their senses to unravel the thousands of mysteries that surround them.

To comprehend objects and understand the relationships between them, toddlers need to touch, taste, and smell those objects. Crawling enabled them to begin unraveling some of the world's mysteries; walking opens the way to discovering areas far from their mother's side.

Once toddlers get the hang of walking, they'll probably want to practice all day and may protest loudly at bedtime. Although they do need to go to bed whether or not they want to, try to indulge their desire for exercise during the day. They need to keep practicing!
WALKING STATISTICS





	SKILL(S)
	AGE OF MASTERY FOR 90% OF TODDLERS




	Walks holding on
	12.7 months



	Stands alone briefly
	13.0 months



	Stands alone well
	13.9 months



	Walks well
	14.3 months



	Begins to run
	18.0 months



	Walks up steps
	22.0 months



	Runs with ease, stands on tiptoe, steps backward
	24.0 months



	Jumps, kicks a ball forward, balances on one foot, climbs a low ladder, leans forward without losing balance, pedals a tricycle
	30.0 months



	Jumps 15 inches, hops, uses alternating feet when walking up and down stairs
	36.0 months






The First Classroom

Educators have long insisted, “a child's play is his work.” Now accumulated research proves that if a child's job is to learn, the educators are definitely correct! Still, it can be hard for parents to understand that their toddler is having an important educational experience when their child stumbles into the living room, retrieves a toy ball from under the sofa, and licks the plastic. Or when the child spends fifteen minutes drumming on pots and pans with a wooden spoon.

Parents may think toddlers are merely making useless mischief. But by getting to know the unique texture of plastic or the sound a spoon makes hitting a pot, toddlers are actually gathering data, developing hypotheses, conducting experiments, analyzing the results, and drawing conclusions. Imagine! Every time the spoon hits the pot, Mom yells! A spoon's ability to make noise come from the pot and Mom's mouth is amazing to a toddler.


[image: illustration]

Although you often have to curtail your toddler's explorations because they are too dangerous or messy, try to accommodate his or her urge to explore. It's important to accept the fact that your house won't be as tidy as it was before your tot became mobile.



Prodding, poking, tasting, and smelling are crucial for children's long-range intellectual development. Researchers have long known that toddlers with fewer opportunities to use their senses end up less intelligent than peers who are given freer reign.

More recently, scientists have used imaging equipment to study toddlers' brains to find out exactly what happens when they engage in various kinds of play activities. The results are nothing short of amazing. Different areas of the brain respond when children engage in different kinds of exploration. When toddlers manipulate objects, brain cells and those all-important connections between them can be seen in the act of being born. They appear, grow, and proliferate. When a child is deeply engrossed in a toy, the growth of this rootlike structure speeds up, and a complex web of long thin cells emerges. As children continue to play, those cells deepen until they make permanent creases in the gray matter of the brain.


Ballerinas, They're Not!

Toddlers aren't particularly graceful when they're learning to walk. In fact, they are very awkward until they figure out how to coordinate so many body parts at once. Few youngsters master the smooth heel-to-toe motion until age two. Until then, don't be surprised if you notice your child:


	Lifting her knees so high she appears to be goose-stepping. She may put a lot more energy into stepping about than needed until she realizes that walking doesn't have to be such a big deal.

	Pointing his knees and toes out instead of forward. This wider base provides him with a better sense of balance.

	Walking on tiptoes. As she gains confidence and her balance improves, she should settle to the ground. However, tiptoe walking can also stem from the heel cords being too short or tight. To check, see if your youngster can keep her feet flat on the floor when she's squatting. If she can't, call your pediatrician.



Pigeon Toes

Walking with the toes pointed in, or pigeon-toed, helps toddlers balance by compensating for their flat feet. If the angle doesn't interfere with your toddler's ability to walk, and if the movements of the foot are smooth rather than rigid, there's no need for corrective action. Alert your pediatrician if the angle of the feet is severe enough to hamper walking, if the feet aren't straight when at rest, or if they don't straighten out before age three. Encourage toddlers to sit cross-legged or with their feet stuck straight out in front. Some experts believe that sitting with their feet tucked underneath their bodies or turned out in a W shape can cause the legs to curve. Most children outgrow being pigeon-toed, but some never do. An estimated 8 or 9 percent of adults walk with their toes pointing in.

Baby Walker

If you are using a baby walker to help a late walker develop the skills needed to walk alone, don't bother! Doctors say walkers do not help children learn faster. Crawling teaches more about balance and coordination than gliding through the house in a walker. And if you are using a baby walker for its entertainment value, you need to be aware of how seriously dangerous they are. An estimated 29,000 children each year have an accident in rolling walkers serious enough to send them to the emergency room! If you decide the risks are worth it, it's important to supervise your child every moment and to walker-proof your house.


	Level all bumps in the floor! Children moving fast can be ejected if they hit a bump; this is how many of the more serious accidents happen.

	Protect floor lamps that could be knocked over, hitting the toddler in the head or breaking and starting a fire.

	Stabilize wobbly stoves and tables so they can withstand a hard bump without spilling hot food or liquid on a child's head.

	Be aware of hot oven doors that can burn the palm of a tender hand and of burner knobs that are within reach.

	Make sure the refrigerator door handle is too high for a toddler to open, or that glass jars and heavy containers can't be pulled off the shelves.

	Be sure the safety gate at the top of the stairs is sturdy enough to survive a crash. Spring-action gates will not withstand the force of a walker in motion; wall-mounted gates are best.

	Don't use a walker with springs or coils within reach of little fingers. They can pinch!



Since an upright child's reach is much longer than a crawler's, objects on end tables, bookshelves, windowsills, and sofas become a threat. That includes the dog hunkered down in the recliner and the cat curled up in the rocking chair. Pets have been known to bite the little hands pulling their fur and yanking on their tails!


[image: illustration]

What is tibial torsion?

Tibial torsion is a condition that can cause pigeon toes. The leg bone is turned from having been squeezed inside the uterus. The angle of the feet should straighten out as the shinbones become properly aligned (usually by eighteen months).



Little Athletes and Einsteins?

The truth is, there is no relationship between walking and athletic ability and intelligence. In fact, early walking does have its drawbacks. It complicates emotional development because younger ones more often wander from Mom or Dad's side and then become terrified at finding themselves alone in another room.


[image: illustration]

Did you know that the brains of children who don't play much are actually 20 to 30 percent smaller than normal? And that what toddlers learn as they poke and prod and lick and chew and sniff actually becomes part of the brain itself?



Larger youngsters may have more trouble with balance, and coordination can be a problem if their joints are highly extensible (that is, the knee bends more than 180 degrees). Until these toddlers develop more muscles to support their unsteady joints, walking will be difficult. Delays can be up to six months.

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.



Don't trip them up! Make sure toddler's shoes fit properly, and avoid buying shoes with soles that are sticky or slippery. 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 safety gate at the top and bottom of the stairway. 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 her 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.

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. And, last but not least, if your youngster can climb out of his crib and doesn't have a bed yet, put night-lights in the bedroom and bathroom to create a well-lit trail.


[image: illustration]

Mother Nature constructed toddlers to withstand some pretty heavy-duty spills. Their layer of baby fat functions like a built-in cushion, while their still-soft skeletons absorb the kinds of shock that would cause the brittle bones of older folks to fracture and break.




Concentration Counts!

Balancing a head and torso on two tiny moving feet is no small task; so walking requires a beginner's undivided attention. Tots are too busy figuring out how to coordinate their movements to think about — much less avoid — an obstacle looming ahead, so it's important to smooth the bumps in the rugs and clear some paths.

Don't assume your child is defiant because she doesn't slow down when you warn her that she's about to crash or doesn't return when you call her. She may not have heard a word you said. And if she did, she probably didn't understand what you meant.


[image: illustration]

When freedom and independence become overwhelming, toddlers may retreat to the more predictable world of babyhood. If your toddler is too heavy to carry, offer to hold his hand; perhaps that additional security will be enough. After outings, offer some extra TLC and temporarily scale back some of your demands for more mature behavior at home. And next time, take the stroller!




Shoes 'n Socks

Toddlers don't need to wear shoes except for warmth and protection. Nonskid socks provide traction as well as warmth. Prewalkers have sturdier fabric or soft-leather soles, so they provide protection for walks outdoors. They should fit snugly enough that they don't slip, but the fit is larger than a regular shoe.

When buying regular shoes, however, the fit is very important. Shoes must fit correctly at the outset because soft baby feet can't break them in. It's normal that your child's feet might be slightly different in size. Your child needs a pair that fits the larger foot; a shoe that is too small can inhibit the foot's development. The fit on regular shoes must be checked frequently since toddlers grow so fast. With a good fit:


	The heel shouldn't slip. Your pinky finger should fit between the back of the shoe and the child's heel.

	There should be enough room for the toes to wiggle, which requires about a half inch of space from the longest toe to the tip of the shoe.

	The height should be adequate, so there is room to wiggle the toes up and down. To test, press down on the top of the shoe over the big toe. You should feel space between the shoe and the toe.

	When you pinch the side of the shoe at the widest point, you should get a little bit of shoe. If you can't pinch any leather, the shoes are too narrow; if you can get hold of a good-size piece, they're too wide.

	After your child walks (or is walked) in the shoes for a few minutes, make sure they haven't left any red marks on your child's feet.



Baby feet can be so sensitive that even the seam of a sock can cause them pain. Stretch socks are the easiest to fit and last the longest. Socks that are too big will wrinkle and bunch up, which can cause blisters; if they're too small, they'll leave red marks and can cause cramping.


Stepping into Tomorrow

With the increased independence that comes with walking, toddlers experience a surging desire for autonomy. Combine this desire with the changes that walking introduces into their lives, and it is typical for their behavior to deteriorate a bit. Expect more crying, defiance, and trouble getting your child to go to sleep.
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The toddler years are a time of astounding language development. At twelve months, 50 percent of youngsters can say six or more words. When the toddler years end, speaking vocabulary has ballooned to 1,000 words; three-year-olds can combine them to express thousands of ideas! At this age it's the ability to comprehend speech that influences how adept children will be at language skills later in life.


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.


[image: illustration]

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 her 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!



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. Einstein didn't begin talking until he was almost three!

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.

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 he attempts to say the word. Your child may be unable to speak because his brain is not sufficiently mature. Trying to force him will only make him 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.

Children who have delays in several areas, such 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 (see page 25). Still, if you can't shake the feeling that something's wrong, talk to your pediatrician.




[image: illustration]

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!




From the Mouths of Babes

It's never too soon to begin conducting language lessons — within the context of daily interactions, that is. By understanding the fine points of human communication, parents can provide a rich learning environment and better verbal stimulation. Acquiring speech is a two-step process that involves (1) listening to language being spoken, and (2) practicing talking. You can engage your youngster in her first conversation by placing your face close to hers and alternate between talking to her and mimicking the noises she makes. This is the time to giggle, tickle, tease, snort, crow like a rooster, quack like a duck, moo like a cow, and make every kind of funny noise you can think of!

The give-and-take of sounds encourages your youngster to mimic you, thereby engaging in the work that is essential for good language development: listening carefully to sounds and trying to reproduce them. When she's had enough, she'll signal her desire to stop by turning her head away. When she wants to continue, she'll again make sustained eye contact. Be sensitive to your child's readiness to play language games, as well as to her desire to quit. Failing to at least back off for a while leads to overstimulation and toddler stress.

Talking Hands

To speed communication, many parents now teach some basic sign language to their toddlers. And they're having great success! Baby sign language started as an experiment at Ohio State University's laboratory school. It was so successful that children as young as nine months old were able to communicate some of their basic needs by signing, thereby eliminating a lot of crying on the part of the little ones because the staff could more readily determine their needs. Some older toddlers could sign up to thirty words.

You don't need to conduct any kind of special drills to teach sign language. Simply make the sign for “more,” “down,” “potty,” “stop,” and so on, while saying the word (don't forget to keep talking!). In time, your child will mimic your motions. There's no need to know American Sign Language, and it's okay to invent signs rather than using the standard gestures, as long as you are consistent.

However, a definite advantage to using the standard signs is that toddlers can then readily communicate with people other than their parents. It is becoming increasingly common for toddlers and the adults who work with them to know some sign language. And if caregivers don't know sign language, you can facilitate communication by providing them with a photocopied page of the signs your toddler knows, right along with the list of emergency numbers and other important information.
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FIGURE 2-1: All gone/Done

Right hand, palm down, sweeps across top of left hand.
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FIGURE 2-2: Down

Point index finger down.
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FIGURE 2-3: Drink

Shape right hand as if holding a glass, bring to mouth.

[image: illustration]

FIGURE 2-4: Eat

Pinch right hand fingers together, bring to mouth.
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FIGURE 2-5: Go

Hold hands at chest, with index fingers pointing up. Rotate hands forward, so index fingers point out.
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FIGURE 2-6: More

Pinch fingers of both hands, then bring hands together.
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FIGURE 2-7: No

Hold right hand with thumb out and index and middle finger straight up. Bring fingers to thumb in pinching motion.
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FIGURE 2-8: Now

Keeping hands palm up and bent at fingers, lower hands slightly.

[image: illustration]

FIGURE 2-9: Please

Move hand over heart in circular motion.
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FIGURE 2-10: Share

Hold left hand palm open and thumb up. Sweep right hand, also palm open, along side of index finger of left hand.
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FIGURE 2-11: Sit

Tap index/middle fingers of right hand on index/middle fingers of left hand.
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FIGURE 2-12: Stop

Right hand comes down on palm of left hand in “cut” motion.
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FIGURE 2-13: Thank you

Open palmed right hand starts with fingertips at mouth, then moves forward.
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FIGURE 2-14: Tired/Bed

Right hand, flat palmed, is alongside tilted head.
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FIGURE 2-15: Toilet

Make a fist with right hand, thumb between index and middle fingers, and shake right to left.

[image: illustration]

FIGURE 2-16: Yes

Make a fist with right hand, thumb across fingers. Bend up and down at wrist.

Fine-Tuning Listening

Seize opportunities to encourage your toddler to tune in to the world of sound. For example, when you're in the car, point out the shriek of a police siren, the blare of a horn, or the whistle of a train. When you go for a walk around the neighborhood, help your toddler notice the tweet of a bird, the rustle of leaves, or the whoosh of the wind. In the house, listen together to the crackle of a fire, the hiss of a kettle, or the ring of a kitchen timer. Use your voice as well; hum, whistle, and sing to your little one. She won't care if you can't carry a tune. And, by all means, play music.

Careful listening helps toddlers to reproduce the sounds needed for speech today, to recognize the subtle differences in sound needed for speaking tomorrow, and to sound out words when they're learning to read in the years to come.

Words, Words, Words

Besides normal hearing and listening in general, children need to hear words spoken in context. I hope you've been uttering streams of them since Day 1, so by twelve months your toddler has had continuous exposure to millions of words. Otherwise, begin now to make up for those lost months.

Unfortunately, the TV won't provide the kind of exposure to words that toddlers need. Pediatricians warn that TV dialogue drifts by in a blur. The crucial ingredient is missing: the association of the sounds of language with the objects to which those sounds refer. In fact, the TV shouldn't even be playing in the background since the noise can keep toddlers from hearing language that is being spoken. For young toddlers, the TV really is a squawk box!


Speaking Parentese

Highly educated parents often pride themselves on not using baby talk with their little ones, believing that they can speed language development by using normal adult speech. It turns out, however, that the high-pitched singsong voice adults typically use when addressing babies has a name, parentese. It actually involves subtly emphasizing important syllables, lengthening the vowels, and often simplifying or eliminating the pronouns, such as saying “he” or “she” or the child's name instead of “you,” even when speaking directly to the youngster.
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Baby talk actually makes language more comprehensible to youngsters. To get a feel for this kind of speech, imagine a relative picking up a baby and speaking directly to it while saying things like, “Oh, look at this precious little cutie pie! Oh, he's sooo tired. Does Edward wanna go sleepy-bye now? I think he does!”



Adults all over the world naturally use parentese when addressing babies. Research shows that little ones respond by listening longer and more intently to baby talk than to normal adult speech. This is true even if parentese is spoken in a language the baby isn't familiar with! However, language experts say that there's one aspect of parentese that does not help toddlers: parents referring to themselves as “Mommy” or “Daddy” instead of as “I” or “me,” and to their child by saying his or her name instead of saying “you.” Toddlers have a hard enough time with personal pronouns. Don't complicate it by saying things like “Mommy is going now” and “Does Susie want some milk?” Say, “I am going now” and “Do you want some milk?”

Although speaking parentese to young toddlers facilitates learning, it's probably a good idea to use correct sentence structure, especially correct pronouns, with increasing frequency as your child's comprehension improves.


First Sounds

The first discernable sounds embedded in English-speaking youngster's gibberish are b, p, m, t, d, n, h, k, g. Although parents celebrate the arrival of the word they've been longing to hear — “Mama” or “Dada” — they usually first occur by accident, as random sounds tucked in the youngster's babbling. It may take several more months for toddlers to use the words consciously and attach meanings to them.

During the gibberish phase, some parents have been known to exclaim, “He's speaking a different language!” There is an element of truth to this. Babies are born with the capability to learn any language and emit sounds from every language in the world. As they imitate adults and receive praise for repeating certain sounds while other sounds are ignored, the variety of the sounds they make diminishes. They gradually lose their ability to make the sounds needed to speak other languages. That is why learning to speak a foreign language like a native becomes harder after age six, and impossible for most after ages twelve to fifteen. Certainly the remarkable ability of young humans to go from completely nonverbal to fluent is the envy of any adult who has tried to learn a foreign language.
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Don't be surprised if a bilingual baby is somewhat behind in speech development. Her brain has more to process! The “window of opportunity” for foreign language fluency is up to six years old. Studies suggest that it's best to expose babies to the second language before they begin speaking. Starting the day they are born is best of all.




Life Lessons

Although maturation dictates when children will be able to talk, parents are crucial partners in helping to develop language skills. The amount of exposure to language toddlers receive is key, and it is associated with intelligence as measured by IQ tests at age three.

To spur your child's language development, verbalize your thoughts whenever your toddler is around, not just when you have something specific to say, like “Let's get your coat. We're going out now.” Instead, try this: “It's about time to run errands. Let's see, I need to pick up some food for dinner, but where did I put my coupons? Oh, here they are. And I need to stop at the bank on the way to the grocery store to get some cash. Well, maybe I'll just use the debit card. Okay, let's get your coat. We're going now.”

When parents speak their thoughts aloud in an ongoing, running narrative, youngsters hear words in context and in grammatically correct sentences. They are also exposed to a host of other important information. By hearing a parent think out loud as he gets ready to go to the gym, for example, the child learns how to prepare for this kind of outing, which actually involves quite a bit of planning and organizing:“Where is my gym bag? Oh, it must be in the closet. Oops — I forgot to wash these socks. No wonder this bag smells!” To teach children to think ahead, you need to show them, again and again, task after task, the kinds of things to think about.

Teaching Meanings

As you go through your day, dedicate yourself to helping your child grasp the meaning of individual words. Saying, “Do you want milk or juice?” while holding up a carton of milk and a bottle of juice is a way to teach children that different objects have different names. If your child points to the juice, only to get upset after taking a drink and frantically pointing to the milk, this isn't necessarily a sign he's being negative. He simply may not have learned to associate the word milk with the carton. By hearing their parent say a word and having the chance to experience the object, children learn what things are called.

First Conversations

Some parents have a hard time remembering how very important it is to continue talking to their child when they don't get a verbal response. Parents need to speak directly to toddlers about daily affairs, leaving pauses to teach them about the normal give-and-take of verbal exchanges — no matter that the tykes are still too inexperienced with language to hold up their end of the conversation. For example, you might say, “I was thinking I'd make tuna casserole for lunch. What do you think about that? … No, it looks as though I'm out of tuna. Perhaps we'll have tacos. Would you like tacos for lunch?”

A child's inability to respond with words doesn't mean that nothing is going on. It is quite the contrary. When the parent pauses, youngsters formulate responses in their minds long before they can demonstrate their knowledge by speaking.

Parents can focus their toddler's attention by getting down to their eyelevel and speaking directly to them. For instance, you might say, “We're going to visit Grandma. Do you want to show her your new hat? (Pause.) Come on, let's find your hat.” Even if your tot doesn't know what a “hat” is at the beginning of the conversation, by the time you've said, “Here's your hat. Let's put it on you. It's cold outside. Your hat will keep you warm” (to teach about the purpose of a hat), and later, “Grandma, how do you like Jonathan's new hat? Jonathan, show Grandma your hat,” he should associate the word with the object.

Explaining the World

As you go through your days, concentrate on telling your child about the world. “See the brown truck?” “That's called a stop light. When it's red, all the cars stop.” “This is the aisle where they keep all the cereal.”“The lady who rings up our groceries is called a cashier.” “This yellow flower is a dandelion. See how it tickles your nose?”

And don't forget to repeat yourself … again and again and yet again. Toddlers love repetition. It makes them feel more secure because the world feels more predictable; when they hear about things they already know, it gives them a sense of mastery.


First Words

By the time toddlers can say twenty-five words, they can understand about 170. At that point, their spoken vocabulary is apt to consist of a few names of family members, foods, body parts, and animals; a smattering of actions like [pick me]up and open; some adjectives like soft, and pretty; the adverbs where and there.

When beginning speakers point at an object while saying its name, they usually mean “I want it.” After youngsters are able to say about fifty words, somewhere between sixteen and twenty-two months, they realize that everything has a name. Then the pointing changes from a demand to a question. They don't want the item; they want to know what it is called. Suddenly their vocabulary explodes as they flit from object to object, asking to know the name of everything they see. Parents' responsiveness pays off in a big way. Toddlers going through this stage can master several new words each day.


First Sentences

After accumulating a store of individual words, the next developmental step is to combine them into sentences. At first toddlers use two words to create short sentences, such as “Want juice!” for “I want some juice” and “What dat?” for “What is that?”
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What does telegraphic speech mean?

Using two words to create short sentences, such as “What dat?”for “What is that?” is called “telegraphic speech.” It dates back to when people used the telegraph for long-distance communication. They had to pay by the word, so they were very creative about using just a few words to convey an entire message.



Expanding Language Skills

When your toddler is able to signal her desire for a drink by saying “water,” you can encourage her to take the next step to more elaborate sentences by saying, “Can you say ‘Water, please’?” Or you can respond with a full sentence (“You want some water.”) or with a grammatically correct question (“Do you want some water?”) to help move her toward the toddler version of a complete sentence, “Want water.” Again, you should hand over the cup even if the only reply is a nod, which means, after all, that she has heard and understood the question.

Similarly, if a toddler sees a cat and starts a conversation by pointing to it and saying, “Cat,” a caregiver can engage in conversation by expanding on the subject he brought up. To do this, the adult might say, “Yes. It's a cat,” or “Yes, it's a big, white cat. And look at its long tail!” By giving a verbal response as opposed to simply nodding when toddlers speak, adults encourage them to say more.

After all, if toddlers don't receive a response when they initiate a conversation, there is no reason for them to talk! By responding with longer, more complex, sentences, adults help build toddlers' vocabularies.

Pronunciation Errors

New speakers make many “errors of articulation”; that is, they mispronounce words in predictable ways. Although articulation problems may stem from hearing problems, cerebral palsy, cleft palate, or dental problems, all toddlers make many errors. The vast majority improves with a little time and a lot of practice.
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By age three, strangers ought to be able to understand your child's speech. If they cannot, it's time to talk to your pediatrician about a referral for a speech and language assessment. By age eight, children should correctly produce all the sounds of the English language.



Common errors include (1) omitting sounds, saying “at” for “hat” or “muhk” for “milk”; and (2) substituting easier sounds for more difficult ones, saying “danks” for “thanks,” “medsur” for “measure,” “wabbit” for “rabbit.” The letters s, r, and l are especially difficult for toddlers to pronounce, and many children take several years to get them right. It is not unusual to hear students say “wunning” for “running” in the early grades of school. The same goes for lisping — substituting the th sound for the s so that “sand” becomes “thand.”

Do You Hear What I Hear?

Since children must be able to hear accurately to learn to speak correctly, even mild hearing losses can take a toll on speech. If people's words sound muffled to the toddler, his speech will take on a similarly muffled or slurred quality. You should regularly screen your toddler's hearing at home. To do this, be sure that:

She turns her head toward sounds. Youngsters should signal an awareness of sounds by turning toward the front door when someone knocks or the doorbell rings, toward the sky when a helicopter or airplane flies overhead, toward the phone when it rings, toward the dog when it suddenly begins to bark.

He hears sounds coming from behind or the side. Even little ones can learn to do some lip-reading, so it can be easy to miss the fact that a youngster has a hearing problem if he converses comfortably with people standing in front of him. A telltale complaint from parents of children who are hard of hearing is, “She ignores me unless I'm in her face. Otherwise, I have to yell at her to get her to mind.”

She hears correctly. Strange responses to questions may indicate hearing loss. An example would be if you ask a simple question like, “Do you want strawberry or vanilla ice cream?” and you receive a bizarre answer, such as, “Yes, play outside.”
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Chronic ear infections, allergies, and upper respiratory infections interfere with hearing. They are the most common culprits behind delayed speech and poor pronunciation.



Correcting Errors

Children's mispronunciations are often so cute that it can be tempting to adopt their errors as part of the regular household vocabulary. Soon you are routinely saying things like, “Carolina want wa-wa with din-din?”This is not the way to teach toddlers to speak so that others will be able to understand them!

You must continually demonstrate the proper way to speak so your child has a good model to copy. At the other extreme, continually correcting toddlers can produce self-consciousness and frustration that increases shyness and reticence about speaking. After all, if a child says, “Wa-wa” and points, it's probably because he still lacks the physical ability to coordinate tongue, breath, and lips to produce all the sounds in the word water. So instead of saying, “It's not ‘wa-wa’; it's ‘water,’” which can discourage a beginning speaker, emphasize correct pronunciation and grammar by responding, “Do you want some water? Here you go — one glass of water coming right up.” Producing the water lets your toddler know that he is successfully communicating, which encourages him to continue to speak to get his needs met. Repeating the correct word several times in grammatically correct sentences encourages toddlers to pay attention to correct pronunciation and usage.
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Teach vocabulary by saying an object's name while moving it, and toddlers learn the words faster, experts say. Somehow it helps to roll the toy truck when you say “truck,” bounce the ball when you say its name, or make Barbie dance as you say “doll.”



Most toddlers, just like adults, are sensitive about having their speech corrected. Hearing language spoken correctly and having opportunities to practice speaking is what improves verbal skills. After all, people receive more benefit from feedback telling them they have done something right, because then they know exactly what to do. Receiving feedback that they have done something wrong doesn't clue them in as to exactly what they should do. Being told, “It's not ‘wa-wa’; it's ‘water’!” doesn't tell a toddler how to make all the complicated mouth movements needed to say the word. But when he finally says “wah-tuh,” point it out and encourage him to practice while the memory is fresh by exclaiming, “You did it! You said ‘water’! Can you say it again? Wow! My baby's growing up!”

Naming Parts of the Body

Besides talking directly to your toddler, voicing your thoughts when your toddler is within hearing range, and responding when she initiates conversations, set aside some time for helping her learn specific vocabulary. A good place to start is naming the parts of the body. This is basic vocabulary that toddlers need to know, the words are easy to teach, and the lessons provide an opportunity for fun parent/toddler interaction.

Simply say, “This is Mommy's nose” while touching your nose. Then say “This is your nose” while touching your child's nose. Then ask, “Where is Mommy's nose? Here it is!” and place your child's hand on your nose. With repetition, children learn not only the word nose but also those important phrases: this is, where is, and here it is.

Once the nose has been mastered, begin adding other parts of the body, such as ear, mouth, hair, eye, hand, and foot. Once toddlers can talk, they can take turns asking their parents to point to different parts of the body. Keep it fun by incorporating these suggestions:


	Squeeze your nostrils when you say, “This is my nose,” to make your voice sound nasally.

	Smack your lips when you say, “This is my mouth.”

	Bat your eyelashes wildly when you say, “These are my eyes.”

	After you ask, “Where is your tummy?” quickly answer your own question by saying “Here it is!” and giving your toddler a quick tummy tickle.




Parents as Teachers

As any school principal can tell you, the best teachers spend as much time entertaining as they do teaching. Developing a positive attitude toward language and learning and being receptive when a parent steps into the role of teacher is more important than any individual lesson. Learning (and teaching!) requires a clear head, so if your child can't attend to the task at hand or you're feeling frustrated, don't push it. Also, avoid drilling at all costs. Lessons should be enjoyable enough to make you both smile and short enough that you'll both look forward to playing again. If your toddler isn't finding it fun, forget it!

Here are some simple ways to boost your toddler's verbal skills:


	Let her talk to relatives on the telephone.

	Ask him to tell you about his favorite activity at day care.

	Write down the details of a trip or outing and read them back to her.

	Tell him a bedtime story instead of reading him one (and if the main character has the same name as your child, so much the better!).

	Turn off the TV at mealtime and talk.

	Turn off the radio in the car and recite nursery rhymes.
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Teach vocabulary by asking your youngster to hand you clothing when you're dressing him (“Please hand me your sock.”), kitchen items while you set the table (“Please get a cup.”), things you need to go out (“Where is your diaper bag?”). Remember, it's never too early to teach manners, so include “please” and “thank you.”



The “Where Is It?” Game

Another way to give vocabulary lessons is to play the “Where is it?”game with your child:


	Place three familiar objects — such as a cup, a teddy bear, and a sock — on a table.

	Point to each object while naming it. For example, “See? This is the cup.”

	Then ask your child, “Where is the cup? Please show me (or give me) the cup.”

	Provide prompts by pointing to or placing your child's hand on the correct object.

	If she responds correctly, nod immediately and say, “Yes, that's the cup,” to provide feedback and to reinforce correct answers. For wrong answers, say, “No, that's the sock. This is the cup. Can you say ‘cup’?” Pause briefly after asking him to repeat a word, but then move on.



The goal of the “Can you say?” questions should be to call the child's attention to an object and to build the association between the object and the sound of its name. Don't try to get a toddler to actually say the names of the objects. Remember that vocabulary comprehension is more important than speaking ability for long-term development. Physical maturation will determine when children are able to speak.

Taking Turns

If your child is able to say the names of some household objects, vary the game by giving her a turn to call out a name and then respond by pointing to the object or handing it to her while saying its name. For instance, say, “Now it's your turn. Ask Mommy for the cup. Can you say ‘cup’?” When she says, “cup,” point to it or hand it to her and say, “Here is the cup.” Then have her ask you for the sock. Continue providing prompts until she can call out the names of objects by herself. When she's successful with the first three objects, stop the game. Use different objects on another day.

Toddlers are really just babies in disguise, and it can be tough for them to grasp that this game doesn't involve banging the cup on the table, cuddling the teddy bear, or eating the sock! If your child lacks the maturity or ability to concentrate on the practice session, so be it. Let a month elapse before trying again. In the meantime, place a few of his toys around the room and ask him to bring each one back to you.

Bundles of Books

Books are excellent vehicles for teaching vocabulary. By pointing to pictures and saying the names, children learn to associate the sound with the visual image. Librarians and bookstore clerks can steer you toward books that are best for your child's developmental level. See Chapter 13, “Super Toddlers,” for tips on reading to youngsters.
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Most adults feel discounted when the person they're talking to turns his or her back. The same goes for toddlers. Be a good listener and engage your child. Get down to her level, maintain eye contact, and ask questions to show you're interested.



Grappling with Grammar

Many routine grammar errors may actually show that toddlers correctly comprehend very complex grammar rules of the English language. For instance, the past tense in English is usually formed by adding -ed to the present tense of the verb, as in reach/reached; seat/seated; hope/hoped; jump/jumped. When toddlers say, “She teached me,” they demonstrate their grasp of this basic rule. The best way to teach the correct forms of irregular verbs is to correct the errors each time they occur by restating the sentence correctly.

Unlike trying to get toddlers to pronounce words properly, which may be impossible until they mature physically, correcting grammar is important to keep bad speech habits from developing. So, if your child says, “It's bended,” respond by saying, “Yes, it's bent.” You should respond to “I done it,” with, “Yes, you did it.”


Stuttering

To talk li-li-like this is a normal hesitation for young speakers. To-to-to talk like like like this is normal, too. Wh-wh-when th-th-ey t-t-talk li-li-like th-th-is, it's considered stuttering.

Most toddlers stutter because their thoughts are moving faster than their tongues, mouths, and cheeks. The great river of words rushes from their brains and crashes into those giant dams, their tongues, so only a slow trickle emerges from their mouths. When they become adept at coordinating the two, the stuttering will go away. In the meantime, their struggle to get the words out can be observed in the tension in their facial muscles.

The key to curing stuttering is to eliminate the child's need to get the words out fast. To this end, you must be patient in order to help your child relax. Yelling at a child to “slow down” certainly doesn't promote relaxation! Instead, it increases the rush of thoughts in the child's mind because in addition to the words he wants to say, he now must think about slowing down.

Discussing how the child is speaking while the child is trying to speak also makes the stuttering worse. Children naturally mimic their parents and copy their speech patterns, so an effective way to get them to slow down is to slow your own rate of speech to a snail's pace. If toddlers have a hard time getting a word in edgewise in a family of talkative extroverts, they may feel pressured to talk faster, so it's important to dedicate more time to uninterrupted listening.
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