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Meet the author

Welcome to Boost Your Toddler’s Development!

Despite gaining a degree in psychology before I had children, all that I had learned went out of my head when I became a mother, and instead I adopted the ‘seat of the pants’ approach to parenting. As each seemingly insurmountable problem occurred, the amount of contradictory advice I received was amazing, all of it based on current fashion and/or the personal preference of the person providing the advice. While I felt I understood what babies need – love and security – I found myself puzzled as to what exactly toddlers need, and questioning whether there was a psychological or developmental root to some of that challenging behaviour.

The answer is, of course, yes. Toddler behaviour is rooted in what they need developmentally speaking, and understanding these needs can help you to deal with them appropriately, which is what this book is about.

In addition to helping you to understand your toddler’s behaviour and to empathize with him or her, the book also looks at what you can do to help your toddler develop physically, socially, emotionally and intellectually.

It should answer all your questions and do more besides. I hope it will give you confidence in your ability to parent this new human being, so you realize that actually what you feel like doing is usually the right thing to do – but it will also explain why it is the right thing to do.

Please note that I have alternated the male and female pronouns in each chapter of the book. This is for convenience only and not because the chapters are gender-specific.

Caroline Deacon


1: Only got a minute?

If you want to do the best for your toddler in order to boost her development, the main message is that your input is tremendously important. For instance, your toddler’s brain does most of its growing in the first two years of life, and it actually grows in response to how you as a parent behave. Her brain is flexible, so that she can adapt to the particular society into which she is born, learning whichever language she needs to speak, developing unique skills needed for survival. And her main source of input comes through interacting and playing with you.

Play has an important role in your toddler’s development, and so you need to provide opportunities and resources for play. This does not mean buying expensive toys, but it does mean stimulating her creative and imaginative skills. Often the simplest toys are the best. And of course your interacting with her, and providing ideas and suggestions, will be a huge help.

Parents boost their toddler’s development through interaction and communication. But don’t worry too much because as long as you are available to your child, you will instinctively do what is right for her.


5: Only got five minutes?

There is a lot you can do to boost your toddler’s development and your input is vital in helping him to grow physically and emotionally. The main issues for you as the parent of a toddler are maintaining firm boundaries through authoritative parenting, and stimulating your toddler’s emotional, social and intellectual development through communication and play.

Psychologists have discovered that the most effective type of parenting is authoritative; this means setting firm boundaries, but being willing to explain and negotiate. It is about being consistent, but also caring and empathic. The reason for this is that toddlers are in conflict. They want independence and want to explore the world but at the same time they are emotionally attached to you and want to please you – and these two drives are often in opposition! Add to this the fact that your toddler has recently discovered that she exists independently of you, and being fascinated by this, is constantly trying to discover what pushes your buttons – what makes you react. It is simple curiosity, but very tiring for you! So being firm about your boundaries is important, but being able to explain these to your toddler, and to empathize with him, will also help him to develop emotional maturity.

In being driven to interact with the world, she is also ready to start making friends outside his immediate family, but does not yet have the necessary social skills, so you will be teaching him these, and modelling them in your own behaviour. Now is a good time to attend mother and toddler groups, where she can mix with children his own age. You can teach him social skills by helping him to play with his peers, making suggestions or just observing and intervening when necessary.

A toddler’s brain is busy – it will never be this busy again, and what it is doing is laying down connections. she is trying to learn to communicate, as well as work out new concepts and begin the process of organizing his thoughts and memory. You can help by communicating with him, through everyday interactions, as well as through play and reading with him or telling stories. And what do you do to help your toddler learn to speak? Well, that funny language you use when you talk to your child, that high-pitched voice with the exaggerated facial expressions, is actually instinctive – we all do it, communicating in the best possible way to allow children to pick up their native tongue.

Television is best kept to a minimum at this stage as the language it uses is too sophisticated, and she may tune out of listening, which can be detrimental to his developing communication skills.

A toddler needs plenty of opportunities for different types of play, and while you don’t need to sit and play with him in a way that feels unnatural, you can stimulate his play by making suggestions, providing new and interesting play scenarios, and introducing aspects of play she may not have initiated himself. For instance, if she seems to be overly interested in physical play you could introduce imaginative scenarios into this play (‘How about we chase away dragons?’). If she is very fixated on just pushing cars and trains about, encourage some imaginative play, or perhaps creative play, drawing trains or making cars out of playdough.

Toddlers also need opportunities to let off steam every day, and in fact playing on swings and roundabouts will stimulate their vestibular system, important not only for balance and co-ordination, but also for skills like reading and writing later on.

The key concepts for you are firm and consistent, yet explicit, boundaries; communication with your toddler; plus plenty of variety: opportunities to mix with other children, to let off steam, as well as help in developing a large play repertoire. It can be exhausting looking after a toddler, but it can also be great fun!


10: Only got ten minutes?

Being the parent of a toddler feels like a huge challenge. You have had roughly a year in which you have been focused on meeting your baby’s physical and emotional needs and, apart from times when perhaps you did not understand what your baby needed, or were not able to respond as quickly as your baby would have liked, on the whole there has not been too much conflict between what your baby wanted and what you were able to provide. But now it seems that your baby has turned into a stranger, one who is constantly at odds with you. You love each other more than you could have imagined was possible, but it is as if the honeymoon is wearing off, and your toddler is straining for independence from you.

Although it may feel as if your toddler is deliberately trying to push you over the edge, this behaviour is the result of developmental urges, and understanding these can help you work with your toddler to boost her development.

For a start, some of the points of conflict come from not understanding your toddler’s physical needs, for fuel and for sleep for instance. Toddlers can quickly become cranky if they are hungry or tired, and they still need to feed little and often and sleep for long periods, so being aware of their fuel and sleep needs is important.

However, the main conflict with a toddler comes from her emerging self-awareness, her developing understanding that she exists independently from other people, and that these other people have differing desires and viewpoints. Much of the conflict that you might experience with your toddler comes from her testing where you end and she begins! She wants to experiment with your reactions, and the more intense the reaction, the more interesting it is. While it might feel very tiring to have to constantly say no when she tries to fiddle with your favourite ornament, perhaps it will feel easier if you try to understand why she is driven to repeat this action.

Your toddler is still not able to control herself emotionally, as the part of the brain responsible for emotional self-control and rational thinking has not yet wired up properly. However, consistent, firm but loving responses from you do help this part of the brain to connect up, so that she can begin the process of developing control over her immediate impulses. But this will take some time, and scientists have recently discovered that these brain connections are still maturing well into our twenties! So try to be patient with your toddler when she does the same naughty thing over and over again.

She is also driven to try to become independent, but this must be a bit scary, so part of her behaviour is probably about testing you to make sure you are still there when she goes off into the big wide world. She is still relying on you to ensure that she is physically safe, even when she is rushing off at full speed towards something dangerous. Again this behaviour is partly a result of her immature brain development; she is just not capable of overriding these sudden impulses yet.

All of this suggests that consistency and love are really important, however hard it may sometimes feel to provide them! Scientific evidence suggests that setting firm but understandable boundaries, and providing consistent yet authoritative parenting is what a toddler needs. Of course you are learning as you go along as well, and at times you might be feeling quite inconsistent, but understanding why you are doing what you are doing must help.

As well as meeting these needs, you are also interested in boosting your toddler’s development. Two things are important here: play and interaction.

Play

Helping your toddler with play does not mean you have to sit down and play with her in an artificial way. Play is not the same for an adult as for a child. Your job is to provide opportunities for play, offer resources and time, and perhaps to help your child develop the skills she needs when her play seems to be stuck or going in the wrong direction.

There are several different types of play, all of which have different functions; for instance imaginative play stimulates problem-solving as well as social skills; creative play helps with the development of concepts and language. The main message for you is that play is not ‘mucking about’ – it is a vital tool for development.

Your toddler is not ready for formal education, but you may be using childcare in order to work, in which case consistent, one-to-one care is still more important than intellectual stimulation. If you are using a nursery, think of it being about developing social skills and friendships, with your help and support, rather than seeing it as educational.

Interaction

The other important tool at your disposal for boosting your toddler’s development – interaction – is important because it is the main resource in helping your toddler to acquire language, and language is the key to knowledge, memory and general intellectual and social development.

As anyone who has attempted to learn a new language will know, it is a really difficult process. And as adults, at least we already have a language to compare to – all we have to do is translate. For toddlers, there is nothing to compare it to – everything is new. Yet they seem to learn to speak fairly effortlessly.

In fact the effort comes from you – in talking to her all the time, in using that simplified ‘baby’ talk (which psychologists call ‘motherese’), you are helping her to create new neural pathways, linking the sounds she hears with the new concepts she is forming, the visual memories she is storing. And when you play games with her, there is a two-way interaction happening involving turn taking and eye contact, both of which are important elements in learning to communicate.

So talking with your child, playing word games, reading books; all of this is important, but minimize her access to TV as this medium is not particularly good for this stage of development as the language used is too complicated.

While all of this sounds like a lot to remember, the most important point is that you will probably do much of this instinctively anyway. Raising a toddler can be tiring and challenging, but also wonderfully rewarding. Make sure that you have support in your work, as well as regular time off! And try to see the world from your toddler’s point of view – it can really help you to be patient when she is at her most trying.


1

Introduction – the birth of a toddler

In this chapter you will learn:


	how your toddler’s brain has developed so far and the significance of this

	what your role is in parenting your toddler

	how parenting a toddler impacts on you

	how this book works and what it can do for you.



Congratulations! You have survived that critical time of transition to parenthood, have looked after a baby and survived. Really it would only be fair if life could settle down now and become easier after those early months, but no, your baby is now turning into a toddler, and presenting you with a whole new set of challenges. You may indeed be an expert in parenting your baby, but unfortunately your child is no longer that baby, and you are now a novice again, wondering where the instruction manual is this time. While this book may not be able to tell you where the on/off switch is, it will hopefully explain why your baby has morphed into this stranger, why he behaves as he does, and offer you some suggestions on how to cope. It will also help you understand your role in aiding this small person to develop into a bigger, more rounded, more secure and more intelligent person.

The birth of a toddler

It’s quite a sobering thought to consider that as your baby gets moving and officially becomes a toddler, despite the fact you have had him around for several months, if he were the offspring of any other species, he would only just be born. Extrapolating from other species, scientists have worked out that human babies are born about nine months too early. Yes, that pregnancy, which seemed to go on forever as it was, should really have lasted 18 months!

Our species is the most successful one on the planet for two reasons: firstly because we are intelligent and can problem-solve, reason and make tools; and secondly because we can adapt to the environment we find ourselves in – be it arctic or tropics, we can survive.

Intelligence requires a big brain and therefore a big head, but walking upright on two legs to leave our hands free for making tools means having a narrow pelvis, and immediately as you can see, there is a conflict. How could we give birth to babies with big heads and still walk upright? The answer is to give birth to premature babies, and thus our babies are born nine months too early.

 



Insight

This made complete sense to me on meeting my first baby; he looked sort of ‘unfinished’ compared to pictures in magazines, so knowing that he was born earlier than other mammals, really made sense.



Yet despite the fact that being born early is risky, as babies are incredibly vulnerable, being born early also helps in that second success strategy, adapting to the environment, and thus our babies’ brains do most of their growing in their particular environment, thereby moulding themselves to cope with a diet of fruit, fish or meat, to speak Japanese or English, to be emotionally inhibited with a ‘stiff upper lip’ or uninhibited and emotionally volatile.

How your toddler’s brain develops

So your toddler was born nine months early, but this means he can adapt to his environment. Because his brain does most of its growing outside the womb, it grows in response to what is needed.

In the first year of life, your toddler’s brain doubled in size to become half the size it will be as an adult. By the time he is three years old, his brain will be three-quarters its final size. It is also a very busy brain! At age two, his brain uses the same amount of energy as yours does even though it is only half the size of yours, and at age three it will use twice the energy of yours. It will stay this busy until he is about nine or ten years of age, when it gradually reduces to reach adult levels around age 18.

Why is your toddler’s brain so busy? It’s setting up connections. At birth each neuron (brain cell) has around 2,500 synapses (connections) and these increase in number rapidly, reaching a peak at around two to three years of age when there are about 15,000 synapses per neuron, more than are present in the adult brain. So even though all the neurons he will ever need are present at birth, the changes in the size of his brain are to do with growing and making connections. As a connection is used it strengthens and grows, pushing the neurons apart. After age three, your toddler’s brain starts deleting all the connections which are not used, while the ones that carry the most messages get stronger and survive. You could think of your toddler as one big potential. All those connections waiting to be used, to be strengthened by experience, or pruned when not needed. In fact it sounds quite frightening to consider that children lose about 20 billion synapses per day between early childhood and adolescence. It is this pruning throughout time which means children become less flexible and creative, less suggestible but also more efficient, able to remember things, to recall them efficiently, and to become self-aware.

 



Insight

When you watch your toddler playing on his own and he seems completely absorbed, you can really understand this concept of the busy brain!



Thus when a baby is born, he is incredibly adaptable; his brain can take him in whichever direction is needed. If one part of his brain is damaged then another part can take over. If something is not needed it can be deleted, allowing that part of the brain to be used for something else.

 



Insight

Deaf children, for instance, use the part of the brain that would normally become the auditory cortex to process visual information instead.



If you live in an environment with lots of horizontal and vertical lines (like a city) you get better at spotting things that are horizontal and vertical, whereas if you were raised in Northern America in a tepee, as are Canadian Indian babies, then you would be better at seeing oblique orientations. If you live in Yorkshire you become acutely attuned to Yorkshire vowels, being able to tell whether the speaker comes from your own county or from Lancashire, Northumberland or the Midlands, and although you would recognize words spoken in an American accent as being English, you would probably not be able to tell the difference between a New Yorker, Texan or Californian.

Why you are important to your toddler

During the first year of your toddler’s life, his brain was wiring up in response to his environment, and this shaping continues through these formative toddler years. Even though your toddler will not remember much, if anything at all, from these early years, you are incredibly important in moulding this individual at this age. Never again will you have so much influence on a person! You are literally creating a human being through the way you interact with him.

What your toddler needs is lots of consistency. You will find yourself repeating things over and over again, but this is what he needs. He is also experimenting with you, pushing at boundaries, trying to establish what he can and cannot do, what the world expects from him.

 



Insight

Nowadays we have a choice, and you can choose what kind of parent you want to be, how you want your family life to be. Some people like a real sense of order and routine, some like to be more spontaneous. But perhaps now is a good time to take stock of your life, consider what is really important now that you are a family, because your values will be imbedded in your child.



 



It is quite important that you and your partner take time together to talk about your attitudes, your feelings about behaviour, and really work out what values you want to impart to your children over these formative years. Of course your children will do what you do, not what you say, so you may need to make changes in your own lifestyles. For instance, if you want your children to value mealtimes and sit at a table to eat, you cannot then take your own food on a tray in front of the TV! If you want them to talk respectfully to you and to other adults, you will have to model this in your own behaviour.

Having decided what is important, you might also need to think about what is not so important, and what you will choose to ignore, for the time being anyway. You don’t want to be always saying ‘no!’



How parenting a toddler feels

Having recovered from that massive, life-changing experience of becoming a parent, having finally recovered from the birth and subsequent exhaustion of feeding a baby day and night, seeing your baby’s personality emerge and his interest in the world develop, perhaps to a point where life began to feel calm and you felt in control again, your baby turns into a toddler, and suddenly you are back in stress mode again, as he throws new challenges at you.

As toddlerhood progresses, your child can seem very physical, needing to explore and try everything. Incapable of waiting, he needs immediate gratification. In











	When you are with your toddler, go at his pace and let him drive the agenda, but make sure you are really fully present.

	This also means making sure you have time in the week when you are not with your toddler, time off to do your own thing and disengage your brain.

	If you need to get somewhere with your toddler, allow at least twice as long as you would normally do.

	You can win battles with your toddler because you are bigger and stronger than he is, but this is a hollow victory. Far better to interact positively with your toddler, and this means understanding why he behaves the way he does and adapting your life to his needs as far as is possible.









How this book works












	Looking after a toddler is incredibly challenging, and this book is about understanding why your baby is now often in conflict with you.



	Babies are born nine months too early, which allows them to develop in response to their environment.



	Your toddler’s brain is incredibly busy, making connections in response to the world in which he lives.



	At this stage your toddler is at his most adaptable.



	You are therefore incredibly influential in moulding your toddler into the person he will become.



	Today parents can choose how they want to parent, so it is important that you make time to talk through the way you want to be.



	It is important that you are consistent and set firm boundaries.



	Even though he won’t remember these early years, you are laying down important foundations together.



	Parenting a toddler is very tiring, so you must make time to recharge your own batteries.



	Toddlers do move at a different speed from us, so try not to hurry him.
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