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introduction

‘I’m afraid the parenting advice to come out of developmental psychology is very boring:

pay attention to your kids and love them.’

Professor Alison Gopnik

WELL DONE! YOU have successfully loved and cared for your newborn baby and guided him or her as they have developed from a helpless infant to a walking, talking toddler. Sometimes, at the toddler stage, it can feel like all that hard work and experience counts for very little as toddlers are so different from babies.

The good news is that over your first months with your baby you bonded and got to know lots about them. You are the world expert in your baby, and with a little understanding about toddlers, their minds and their development, you will be able to carry on and feel confident as you guide and love your toddler through this unique and invigorating stage in life.



The Calm and Happy Toddler has, at its foundation, four simple ‘pillars’ of parenting that will stand you and your toddler in good stead:


	warmth

	boundaries

	consistency

	being present





Who am I and what do I know about toddlers?

I am a mum to three lovely children (Miranda, Benedict and Iris) and I have a PhD in Child Development and Parenting. My potted history is as follows: I was lucky enough to complete my PhD at the Sub-Department of Animal Behaviour at the University of Cambridge. This might seem a strange place to study children (or perhaps not!) but the department has a long history of exploring the bond between parent and child, whether in primates (such as the world-famous work done by Jane Goodall on chimpanzees) or as in my work, which looked at bonding and behaviour in humans. I didn’t have children at that time but will never forget the powerful lessons I learned from the mums and children who came along to my laboratory to take part in the experiments I developed.

During my PhD I became a firm believer that all this wonderful research should be shared with the public, so I left Cambridge and moved to the BBC Science Department. There I worked on many programmes about understanding human behaviour. The experiments I developed were used in the television series Child of Our Time, presented by Professor Robert Winston. With the support of Professor Winston I co-founded The Essential Parent Company with a BBC colleague, Diana Hill, and together we launched The Essential Baby Care Guide (the world’s first visual parenting guide). The guide is narrated by Professor Winston, with onscreen experts from The Royal College of Paediatrics, Child Health and UNICEF, among others.

The Essential Baby Care Guide provides demos to new parents on those things that are hard to read in a book, for example, how to latch on a baby to breastfeed, how to do the glass test to identify a meningitis rash, and what your baby’s poo should look like! The guide is now used by parents, NHS maternity hospitals, health visitors, GPs, the NCT and even by The Royal College of Paediatrics to help train junior doctors. I continue to spend a lot of time researching and assessing the best evidence-based information for new parents.

The early years in a child’s life are so vital for development, happiness and resilience. This book shares what I’ve learned about the precious and wonderful time when your baby begins to become mobile and assert his or her independence in the world. Toddlerhood and toddlers are wonderful and I hope my book brings you and your toddler calmness, understanding and happiness.

How to use this book

Remember: you are the world expert in your own toddler! As a parent who has already successfully looked after your baby for well over a year you should feel confident that no one loves and understands your toddler like you do. A one-size-fits-all approach can’t work for everyone; I want this book to encourage and hone your own expertise.

This book aims to provide you with ideas that take into account your toddler’s developmental stage, personality, temperament and physiology. By understanding how your toddler thinks and what changes she is going through, you can respond with confidence and stop sweating the small stuff.

Whether you need help with tantrums, night-waking, potty training or fussy eating you’ll find:


	tactics to help you cope with every toddler scenario

	research from child psychologists to help you understand why your toddler is behaving like that in that moment

	toddler milestones for each area of development to show you how your toddler is changing, and how best to enjoy and encourage her mental, social and emotional development

	ideas to help you through the common toddler hurdles that all parents go through, from potty learning to tantrums and everything in between.



You can either go straight to an area that you are ‘fire fighting’ with your toddler or you can read a whole section on, for example, cognitive development to help put your toddler’s behaviour into an overall context. Or you can map where your toddler is on the ‘quick look milestone charts’ in each development section (physical development, language and social development, emotional development and cognitive development) (see here, here, here and here) to help you gauge the help and support your toddler needs now.

I have included some suggestions for mini ‘quizzes’ you can do with your toddler to get a better understanding of how her mind is working, what she understands, and how she is changing over time.

The quizzes are not scientifically rigorous and they are not meant to pigeonhole you or your toddler; they simply give you a framework to help you explore your toddler’s behaviour, development and personality in order to gain understanding and confidence as a parent.

Some of them have been adapted from questionnaires developed to help psychologists assess aspects of parenting, child behaviour and development, but they are my attempt at helping you think and gauge your toddler’s behaviour in a structured way … without feeling stressed or judged or like a failure. They should allow you to switch off your internal parenting critic and instead understand your toddler now and calmly think about a solution to a particular challenge you are experiencing with your toddler.

It’s important that you don’t allow your results to these quizzes to act as a substitute for a one-to-one consultation with a healthcare professional or educational expert. These quizzes are not designed to diagnose but rather to stimulate reflection and help you to digest some of the information in the chapter. Always speak to your doctor or health visitor if you are concerned about your toddler and do not be falsely reassured by me or friends trying to ‘say the right thing.’

In Part 2 we look at classic toddler challenges and the chapters often end with a quiz or little test to try out with your toddler and a top tip. Take away ‘top tips’ were always something I strived to include when I worked on documentaries at the BBC. There is so much information to absorb and as a busy parent it can help to have a ‘take home’ message or top tip to try out.



Throughout the book I refer to the toddler as ‘she’ or ‘her’ or ‘he’ or ‘him’. This is for ease of reading and gender-balance, but doesn’t assume that toddler boys are identical to toddler girls.



Welcome to toddlerhood

The relationship between parent and child is ever-evolving. Toddlerhood is a huge stage for parents and their toddlers to get to grips with, and it can really feel like everything you have learned as parent to your baby is not working any more. During the transition to toddler from baby your child will become more mobile, will start to communicate and talk, may develop a will of iron, and she has a lot of new things to learn.

Toddlerhood is a metamorphosis, and as a parent of a toddler you need to adapt and change your strategies to support and enjoy your toddler. You will need to feel your way and develop confidence as you get used to your unique toddler. This book doesn’t seek to prescribe a list of techniques to ‘control’ your toddler. Rather, I suggest a more holistic approach. This begins by guiding you through a process of understanding your toddler and how best to enjoy this amazing phase. That isn’t to say anything goes. There are some things that every toddler needs, and every parent needs to provide. They are:


	love and warmth

	boundaries and limits

	consistency

	being present

	secure and sensitive base.



Your toddler’s brain is amazing

By the time your toddler is two, her brain will have tripled in weight since birth; the first two years of your child’s life are a critical period for her development. This can sometimes feel like a lot of pressure for a parent – to be the custodian of such a precious and miraculous brain. The good news is that toddlers don’t need complicated schedules and specialist education; the most important thing your child needs is your love.

A loving parent can provide all that you need to meet your child’s emotional, physical and cognitive needs. A loving parent:


	spends a lot of time talking and listening to their toddler (even if their toddler is not talking yet)

	cuddles their toddler a lot, and provides a secure base for him or her to explore life

	provides calm boundaries and routines so that toddlers feel secure during their day-to-day life

	understands and treats their toddler as a unique individual

	respects his or her feelings (even if the emotions may seem extreme!).



Your toddler is a student and a teacher

Toddlers are very good at knowing intuitively what they need to learn. They are drawn to the new and are good at integrating physical play with what they need to learn in life. Toddlers have an instinct for language and a natural curiosity to engage with living things. They are industrious, open-minded and full of wonder. Seeing the world through a toddler’s eyes reminds us of how wonderful and truly awesome it is.

As you come to get to know your toddler and understand her motives and understanding of the world, you will quickly become the world expert in your toddler. By not thinking that one expert can dole out one list of commandments that works for all toddlers, all parents and all situations, I hope you will feel empowered and confident enough to enjoy the fantastic ride that is toddlerhood.

Good luck!


part one

toddler development

We begin with an overview of toddler personalities and what factors can shape this. Gender, birth order, temperament and even your parenting style can all have an interesting effect.

We will also look at what happens to your child during toddlerhood in terms of physical, social, emotional and cognitive development. This is also when language develops. Your toddler is going to be very busy!
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chapter one

every toddler is unique

‘Always be yourself, express yourself, have faith in yourself, do not go out and look for a successful personality and duplicate it.’

Bruce Lee

JUST LOOK AROUND any playground and you can see that toddlers come in all shapes and sizes; no two children are the same. You will see boys and girls. Some are shy, some are bold, some like to sit quietly and others want to be at the top of the climbing frame.

Every toddler is raised in a different environment. Even siblings raised by the same parents in the same home have a different environment as there is now a sibling present! Middle-borns, first-borns, an only child, a child with lots of cousins … they will all experience the world in their own way. Having a brother or a sister, or both, will also influence your child’s personality.

There are toddlers with old parents, young parents, extended families, gay parents, heterosexual parents. The personality and life-experience of the parents will have an impact, whether they are firm or permissive, happy-go-lucky or strict. You can imagine how complicated it gets when you start to mix up all these potential influences on a toddler, for example a bold, girl toddler with four older brothers being brought up with a Grandma living in the home and an older mum and a younger dad compared to a shy boy who is the only child to teenage parents.

Toddlers come as this amazing and unique ‘compote’ of genes, environment and epigenetic effects (where the environment actually affects how genes are expressed and whether they are switched on or not, see here).

You need to trust yourself as a parent and an observer – you are your toddler’s equivalent of Jane Goodall and Diane Fossey, in that you have spent hours, days, months, nights and days getting to know everything about your toddler. You have got up-close and watched and noticed your toddler from all angles.

In order to give you confidence and put your observations into context I have outlined some of the types that toddle the earth:

Gender

I have raised two toddler girls and one toddler boy – which is too small a sample size to make any sensible conclusions about the differences or similarities between boys and girls from my personal experience. I also think that toddler brains and development actually overshadow any differences between the sexes at this age. Everything I have written in this book is applicable to toddler boys and toddler girls. However, if you look at large populations of toddlers, studies have reported that there are some different trends between toddler boys and toddler girls: Girl toddlers are more likely to:


	attend to people’s faces and emotions (but, guess what, my son is more empathetic than my daughters)

	talk earlier. But gender only represents 3 per cent of the variance in toddlers’ verbal skills. Research has shown that environmental exposure to language opportunity is more important than gender (my girls did talk earlier)

	potty train earlier (hardly any difference between my toddlers).



Boy toddlers are more likely to be:


	better at spatial skills that rotate 3D objects (but, guess what, my sister is a mathematician, my elder daughter is great at maths and a Minecraft fiend building virtual theme parks and towns)

	more represented in the most active subset of toddlers (not much difference in my toddlers)

	more aggressive. It is hard to know if aggression in girls is stamped out more from a young age. (Not much difference in my toddlers, but my youngest girl is the greatest lover of wrestling.)



My message here is that the toddler years are not a time to get hung up on statistical differences between boy toddlers and girl toddlers. Don’t let these trends influence your expectations of boys or girls and try not to contribute to stereotypical beliefs about girls and boys. You might be interested to know that while there are no significant gender differences in age at walking, parents statistically and consistently overestimate their boy’s walking skills and consistently underestimate their girl’s walking skills. Try not to limit your toddler in this way.

I think there is a huge and increasing problem in gender-stereotyping children, and it is driven by marketing and consumerism. When I was a child in the 1970s and 1980s, there were more limited clothing options and toys like Lego were marketed to children as a whole. Fast-forward to today and when you walk into a children’s clothes shop or toy department it’s like an apartheid. If you want to choose non-pink clothes for your daughter you will need to go into the ‘boys’ section. Even more insidious, in my opinion, is the way that toys about science and building are often put in the branded boys’ section and the toys about art and creativity are put in the branded girls’ section. Driven by a desire to maximise profits, retail can limit children and reduces their freedom to explore the world. Don’t be afraid to dress your daughter in dinosaur T-shirts or let your son play with cooking toys.



When preschool children used to visit my laboratory to take part in some experiments I would let them choose a toy as a thank-you at the end of the visit. Interestingly, girls were generally allowed by their parent to choose any present they wanted, but if boys picked up a doll they were always (literally always) told to put it back and choose something else.



Birth order

There are a lot of stereotypes about birth order and I am wary that these can be limiting to an individual. Studies of children and adults have found some consistent differences between first-born children, middle children and last-born children that can be helpful to us when trying to understand toddlers.

First-born children are thought to relate primarily to adults and seek their approval above all. For this reason, first-born children are more likely to be obedient and conservative in their choices. Last-born children need to find their role in the family as they develop and get older. They try to find a niche that isn’t already taken, so are more likely to take a different path or be rebellious.

Parents are found to be more relaxed with later-born children; you might have experienced the same inconsistency in your own family. An eldest child can have the most restrictions on their behaviour, and parents can become more permissive with each subsequent child. It’s as if parents ‘practise’ on their first-born and calibrate their parenting as they have subsequent children.

One example with my own parenting was introducing solid foods. I was very nervous about starting solids with my first baby and read and bought lots of books. By the time my third baby started solids I was so laid back that I no longer produced Masterchef-quality purées, one vegetable at a time, and ‘baby-led weaning’ came naturally.

Another big difference between my first-born and my middle and last-born was the lack of scheduled events in the lives of the latter toddlers. Whereas my first toddler went to endless swimming, craft and yoga classes, the other two spent their mornings accompanying their big sister to nursery and then school. At first I felt guilty about this, but over time I’ve felt that my younger two actually enjoyed lots of benefits learned by ‘going with the flow’.

All these differences will play out with your toddler, and I am sure you will recognise these patterns in your own family.

Toddler personalities

Toddlers come in all sizes and shapes and their temperaments are similarly wildly varied. Developmental psychologists have reported persistent differences in the temperament of babies as young as three months old. These personality or temperamental differences appear fairly hard-wired and tend to persist through childhood. So your baby has her own distinct temperament right from the start! It’s important that you learn to respect and understand your baby’s unique personality.

Extroverts and introverts

If you go to a birthday party or playgroup is your toddler the loud one racing about or is your toddler on the periphery watching? Anyone can see that there are some toddlers who are introverted and shy, and others who are very outgoing.

Extroverts tend to be energised by being in a group and introverts tend to find large groups of people tiring and overwhelming. Extroverts like people, groups and noise; it’s like a fuel and an inspiration to them. Conversely, introverts may be social and friendly but they feel drained by large groups of people. Their fuel, creativity and drive comes from within.

There is no right or wrong way to be and both introverts and extroverts can be happy, successful and enjoy good friendships. In Western countries extroversion is often more highly rated than introversion, and parents sometimes feel they need to encourage their toddler to be more outgoing. It is important to encourage your child to be confident and speak up in social situations but it’s important to remember that some of the biggest thinkers and contributors to Western society have been introverts – Albert Einstein, Rosa Parks and Bill Gates to name just three. In personality tests 30–50 per cent of people are rated as introverts. Introverts are also not necessarily shy; they may just be self-contained and content.

Risk-takers

Is your toddler physically timid or bold? The one at the top of the climbing frame or the one preferring to have you close as she climbs? Temperamental differences are ancient in the animal kingdom (my husband, an evolutionary biologist, has even found bold and timid temperaments amongst individual fish in a shoal).

Brain imaging studies have found that bold, fearless children appear to have a less sensitive amygdala (this is an ancient part of the brain that makes us take action when we are in danger). These bold children are pretty unflappable, happy to approach strangers and tend to be risk-takers. This can be pretty nerve-wracking as a parent as it may feel as if your toddler has no ‘common sense’. In contrast, risk-avoiding children appear to have a more sensitive amygdala. These children may feel overwhelmed by a stimulus, e.g. a firework that hardly even registers in a bold child’s brain.

There are ‘costs and benefits’ to these temperamental differences, which is why you find a variety within populations. In evolutionary terms, sometimes being bold pays off: if you dare to forage whilst predators are around, you will take in more calories than those that don’t brave it out. However, taking that risk might be a deadly decision and the more timid individuals live to forage another day. So try not to see these differences as good or bad – they are just a natural variety.

If you have a bold, fearless toddler you will need to encourage her to stop and think and be safe. If you have a timid and fearful toddler you will need to encourage her to take a few risks, enjoy new physical feats, and get used to some uncertainty.

Boisterous toddlers

You don’t need me to tell you that it is completely normal for toddlers to be full of energy and loud and boisterous. However, even amongst the toddler tribe some members seem to be even louder and even more boisterous than their peers. The parent of the boisterous toddler is the one who never gets to sit down and sneak a restorative cup of tea at the playgroup. Although their energy can be infectious, there are times when it can be exhausting being their mum or dad.

It is wonderful to see the energy and enthusiasm that a boisterous toddler exhibits. Your ‘Tigger’ will need even more outside play than other toddlers. Central to this play should be lots of opportunities to take safe risks such as climbing on the climbing frame. So many of us live very sedentary lives and we tend to underestimate how much exercise and fresh air our children need. You need to be disciplined about giving your toddler lots of fresh air in much the same way as a dog owner that has a breed that needs a lot of walking does!

Parents have told me that it can be hard work dealing with other adults, who are perhaps not used to being near lively toddlers. If a disapproving adult is a grandparent or elderly neighbour that can make it very hard for you. However, we are not living in the Victorian era, where self-centred adults truly believed that children should be seen but not heard. As a society that happily keeps toddlers in little ghettos away from the serious worker adults, I think we all need to be a bit more realistic about the needs of toddlers who are part of our society. We have pretty deluded ideas about how much being quiet and sitting still toddlers can achieve. I am sure some adults think that public space is adult space, and babies, toddlers, teenagers and even the elderly are not really welcome. Try not to take it personally; you can’t respect someone’s opinion if they truly believe that a toddler should act just like an adult. Toddlers are not adults and even the most disapproving adult was a toddler once!

Although adults need a bit of a reality check about toddlers, for the most part all children need to begin to learn there are times when they need to talk more quietly, walk, and be a bit careful. You can make your toddler aware that she needs to be careful around, for example, an elderly person who might be very nervous of falling, or a young baby.


TOP TIP

Make sure your toddler has had a really good run around outside and lunch before you meet up with a disapproving relative or start a long car journey. Your toddler will be at their most calm and more likely to cope with the next part of her day.



Toddlers need us to help them regulate their emotions and parents have the ability to do something quite amazing – when you talk calmly and slowly, and slow down your breathing, your toddler will subconsciously copy you. This is called ‘matching’ behaviour and is amazingly powerful. See if you can notice when you are talking to someone – you also tend to match and copy patterns of breathing, posture and movement.

Conversely, if you scream, cajole and hyperventilate you will wind both of you up. So remember to channel Derren Brown the next time you want to bring back your boisterous toddler from out of orbit!

Cautious toddlers

Whilst it is normal for toddlers to be full of energy, some toddlers will be much more quiet, anxious and nervous than their peers. It appears that this ‘behavioural inhibition’ may be down, in part, to having a sensitive amygdala that fires a warning at a lower threshold than in other bolder individuals. Harvard University psychologist Jerome Kagan termed this ‘behavioural inhibition’ and reported stable temperamental difference in babies as young as three months old. He ran studies where children would come to his laboratory every few years to play games and complete tasks. To assess behavioural inhibition he had stimuli such as a robot with bright flashing lights and whirring noises. Whereas the bold children ran to investigate the toy, the more behaviourally inhibited children displayed fear and avoidance of the robot.

If you have a cautious toddler you will need to be respectful and patient with her. Don’t force her to do things that scare her; instead approach new situations with baby steps. If she hates the music group of toddlers banging drums, respect the fact that she finds the noise overwhelming (don’t we all!).

I gave the children in my doctoral study fearful (see here) tasks to complete. It consisted of a big black box with a hole in the top. The parent was asked to see if their child would like to reach in and remove the ‘scary’ objects from it (they were rubber creepy crawlies).

The parents who were the most sensitive and successful with their children on this task were the ones who felt no ‘performance anxiety’ towards me as a researcher and instead remained child-centred (by this I mean their focus was on the child’s experience and feelings, not their own agenda). The parents offered to do the task first and reassured their child when it was her turn. I learned a lot from the ‘low-anxiety’ mothers about how to lead from the front. The key is not worrying about being ‘seen to parent’. Parenting is not meant to be a spectator sport, but we are social creatures and we tend to worry about how other people appraise our toddlers and how we appear as parents. It can help you and your toddler if you try to switch off this internal critic. It’s hard enough to look after a toddler without having the extra layer of social stress to ‘be the perfect parent with the perfect child’. This kind of ‘performance anxiety’ can sabotage your ability to parent your toddler effectively; instead focus on your connection with her and what she is experiencing and feeling.

How parenting style affects toddler behaviour

‘All happy families resemble one another, but each unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.’

Anna Karenina, Leo Tolstoy

I think Tolstoy hit the nail on the head with this statement that opens his novel Anna Karenina. Happy families all share the same trait: they love and respect each other. These are the main things that your toddler will need to thrive. That said, parents are as unique as their toddlers, and we all come to parenting with our own histories, philosophies and hopes. This can feel like a huge responsibility as a parent, but the good news is that some simple and effective changes in your parenting style can really promote happy and positive development in your toddler.

Attachment theory

The bond between you and your toddler is perhaps the most profound way that your parenting style affects her ‘personality’. John Bowlby developed his Attachment Theory after his observations of children needing long-term care in hospitals. The belief of the time, back in the 1930s, was that parents should drop off children at hospital and only see them when they were discharged. The flawed thinking was that it spared the child from the sadness of saying goodbye each day. Bowlby challenged this belief and today parents frequently stay overnight on paediatric wards.

Attachment Theory believes that as human babies are so helpless at birth, they need to bond with caregivers who are warm, consistent and loving. These caregivers (usually parents, though in Bowlby’s case, it was his beloved nanny) provide their children with a secure base from which to explore the world. In the toddler years this idea of a secure base comes to the fore as toddlers want to explore and learn about the outside world but need a touchstone to keep them safe and to reassure them.

Mary Ainsworth went on to assess the different attachment relationships that children had with their parents. She developed a laboratory test called the ‘Strange Situation Test’ which allowed her to watch how mothers and children (aged 12–18 months) said goodbye, and how they reunited during a short visit to the lab. The table (below) shows how the toddlers behaved during the project.
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Secure attachment to a parent is the foundation of happy toddlers and good mental health. Toddlers are more likely to be securely attached to their parents if their parents are warm, consistent and sensitive to their needs.

The concept of attachment has been taken on board by the ‘attachment parenting’ movement in the West. Attachment parenting has a child-centred philosophy and looks to traditional parenting practices, such as extended breastfeeding, baby-wearing and co-sleeping. This is a traditional parenting style in many parts of the world.

‘Good-enough’ parenting

Donald Winnicott was a paediatrician and psychologist and a peer of John Bowlby. He published his concept of the ‘good-enough parent’ in 1949. This flouted the idea that parents are supposed to be perfect and endlessly patient beings that prevent their children from encountering any conflict or strife in life. Winnicott claimed that mothers were real people with real emotions, and this actually facilitated their children’s development. I think this idea is reassuring to all parents: that you don’t have to be perfect, that although flawed, if you try your best for your toddler, and are loving and consistent, she will thrive.



real parent story

Lucy (Daniel, 3 years and Amy, 1 year)

‘I thought I knew what toddlers were like after I had Daniel but Amy was just such a different baby and toddler. Daniel slept really well and ate anything and was very placid. Amy was hard to settle at night and a really picky eater – her whole personality was completely different, she was a little firecracker and still is!’



Quiz: Is your toddler extrovert or introvert?


	On a quiet afternoon at home, how does your toddler respond?

	a) She gets very fed up quickly and pesters me for attention.

	b) She will play for a while but then starts to bounce off the walls.

	c) She is very happy to play by herself in her room and is often utterly engrossed in an activity.




	When you give your toddler her favourite book, how does she respond?

	a) She loves me to read the book with her and shares lots of eye contact throughout.

	b) She loves to share the book with me but sometimes flicks through the book by herself.

	c) She does like me to read her a story but often gets completely absorbed in the book herself and looks at the pictures and turns the pages herself.




	Does your toddler interrupt what you are doing?

	a) She is forever calling my attention, showing me what she’s doing, starting a conversation with me and anyone else around.

	b) If she’s bored she will interrupt me a lot, but if she’s occupied she doesn’t try and get my attention.

	c) She rarely interrupts me or tries to get my attention unless she’s really keen to show me something she’s interested in.




	Does your toddler like to join in with games and silliness?

	a) She’s always in the thick of it and gets stuck in with energy to games with others.

	b) If she knows everyone involved she will often take part in games but isn’t particularly vocal.

	c) She tends to watch from the sidelines but will join in if she knows people well and is interested in the game.




	How does your toddler respond to crowded, busy places?

	a) The louder and the busier the setting the more excited she gets. It makes her louder and more energised.

	b) She doesn’t mind crowded or busy settings.

	c) She tends to withdraw and find crowded settings overwhelming.




	Is your toddler a better talker or listener?

	a) Even before she could speak she would always be chatting, using noises and lots of body language. She often doesn’t wait for a response.

	b) She’s interested in what other people are doing and gives people time to speak.

	c) She’s very observant and listens well, but is often hesitant about responding.




	How are your toddler’s energy levels after a party or event?

	a) She’s happy, energetic and bouncing off the walls after a party – she is the original party animal!

	b) She’s sometimes excited and sometimes tired after big events.

	c) She seems really exhausted after big parties, especially if she’s had to take part in group activities.




	Does your toddler have a party piece?

	a) She loves to be the centre of attention and show everyone and anyone her favourite new dance or skill.

	b) She will ‘show off’ her party piece if asked and if it’s close family and friends.

	c) She really seems to dislike being the centre of attention and often refuses to show others something she can do.




	If your toddler is sad or upset how can you tell?

	a) Everybody can tell, she cries loudly and lets everyone know she’s not happy.

	b) She has the occasional loud meltdown, but often she is comforted by a quiet cuddle.

	c) If she’s sad she can really withdraw into herself and not want to interact with anyone.






Mostly As: Your toddler seems like an extrovert already. She is energised by people and social events and can seem a bit lost in her own company. You can help her to enjoy quiet time with her favourite books or toys, but she will enjoy and crave lots of activities.

Mostly Bs: Your toddler has both extrovert and introvert tendencies. Whilst she enjoys being with other people, big groups and parties can also be tiring.

Mostly Cs: Your toddler seems to be an introvert. She loves to have time for her own games and imagination. She finds big groups and parties tiring, even if she enjoys them. She will flourish with time to herself but will benefit from being encouraged to enjoy sharing activities with small groups of friends.


TOP TIP

Don’t worry about saying ‘no’ to your toddler. Parents can get very worried about setting boundaries for toddlers as they’ve never had to do it before. If you can lay fair and consistent boundaries your time as a parent will be easier.




chapter two

physical development

‘Don’t run before you can walk.’

English idiom

SEEING YOUR BABY metamorphose into an active toddler is such an exciting part of being a parent. Toddlers hit the classic developmental milestones at different times, though generally in the same order of development. The old saying ‘don’t run before you can walk’ recognises this point and each stage of development builds on what went before.

One of the main drivers of your toddler’s cognitive, emotional and even language development is their underlying physical development. Being able to move around the environment to investigate new places, new toys and new people means your toddler has new perspectives that lead to fresh thoughts and concepts.

If you feel your toddler is behind his peers it can be stressful. There are big variations between toddlers and developmental milestones are a rather crude way of measuring progress. Think of them as guidelines and not a strict timeline; they can help parents and healthcare professionals to spot when a child might be exhibiting developmental delay and need a little extra help and support.

Coordinated movement

We are symmetrical animals, with an invisible ‘line of symmetry’ running from the top of our head down to our toes, passing between the eyes and nipples. Our brains have two hemispheres and the way they control our symmetrical body is very interesting in relation to toddler development and coordination. The right side of the brain controls movement in the left side of the body, and the left side of the brain controls movement in the right side of the body. Between both hemispheres of the brain is a structure called the corpus callosum that connects all communication between each side.

When your child passes a toy from his left hand to his right hand this is one example of ‘crossing the midline’ (down the centre of the body) and it is an important neurological development. Another example of crossing the midline is when the right hand can cross over the midline and touch or pick up an object on their left-hand side, and vice versa. Crossing the midline requires ‘bilateral integration’ with neural activity between both the left and right cerebral hemispheres. This integration of the whole symmetrical body allows the two sides of the body to move together in coordination with one another. It is a vital part of locomotion, such as crawling and walking, as the movements require harmonious turn-taking of each side of the body. Crawling, with opposite arms and legs crossing the diagonal, is the first coordinated action that requires crossing the midline.


THE CLOCK SONG

At the ‘Birthlight’ baby and toddler yoga group that I took my eldest toddler to, we did a lovely exercise with Sally Lomas that encouraged crossing the midline called The Clock Song. You can try this at home. With your toddler lying on his back, take his right hand and bring it to his left foot, holding his ankle and wrist. Bring his hand and foot together gently at each tick, and move them back with each tock. The song goes:

The Grandfather clock goes tick tock, tick tock, tick tock,
The clock on the wall goes tick tock, tick tock, tick tock,
And all the little watches go ticktickticktickticktickticktickTOCK!

The speed gets faster with each new clock. Swap to take his left hand to touch his right foot. The idea is that each time the limbs touch and cross the midline, your toddler’s brain improves his sense of symmetry and coordination.

It’s a lovely game and all my children loved it, especially as it sped up. I’ve never seen a paper reporting that the clock game improved crossing the midline integration, but done gently I doubt it does any harm and it might just help. Whatever the case, it’s certainly fun!



Crawling and walking

Crawling begins from around seven months but not all babies will crawl – lots of babies bum-shuffle or just begin moving by pulling themselves up to cruise walk.

Walking is the developmental breakthrough that defines the term ‘toddler’; when your baby learns to walk … or toddle … she is by definition a toddler! Children walk on average at around 13 months old, but there is a wide range, with most (98 per cent) walking by 18 months. Help him practise walking by holding hands; this stimulates development of the part of the brain which controls his balance and coordination.

If your toddler has got to 18 months of age without learning to walk alone, the chances are that all will be fine

Climbing stairs



Running and jumping




Hopping and kicking


Toddler yoga




	child pose
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	cat pose
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	dog pose
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	tree pose
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	lion roar
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	bow pose
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Self-care skills


Feeding


Hand-washing


Teeth cleaning and bathing



Dressing and undressing



MILESTONES OF PHYSICAL DEVELOPMENT






	50 per cent of toddlers can walk in one direction, with frequent falls.





	generally able to walk alone

	can post small items into a hole

	can point at preferred items

	ambidextrous (can use either hand) but starting to show a preference for using one hand

	throws and drops toys on purpose and enjoy the cause and effect

	uses whole hand to grip a crayon.





	98 per cent of toddlers can walk

	can kneel and squat

	can run in one direction

	can begin to thread large beads onto thick string

	shakes items out of receptacle container

	builds towers of three or more bricks.





	can run and able to slalom to avoid obstacles

	climbs onto furniture

	can throw but not catch

	climbs stairs one at a time

	enjoys a scooter or balance bike

	jumps off a step

	draws circles, vertical lines and dots

	able to scoop up food with a spoon.





	has a preferred hand to hold a crayon

	builds towers of over seven blocks with his preferred hand.





	able to walk sideways and backwards

	can pedal a tricycle

	can kick and catch a big soft ball if hands are outstretched

	uses preferred hand to build a tower over nine blocks high

	uses thumb and two fingers to hold a crayon (known as the ‘dynamic tripod grasp’) and starts to use child scissors

	can draw the letter ‘H’

	draws people with limbs coming out of head

	can stab soft food with a fork and scoop with a spoon.



Physical development problems



DID YOU KNOW?





HOW IS YOUR TODDLER GETTING ON?












Everything is a learning opportunity



THE BLOCK TEST












real parent story






TOP TIP
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