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			Introduction

			Long before I became a parent, I worked in clinical settings with parents of toddlers and preschoolers. In college, I facilitated parenting groups focused on cultivating strong, secure parent-child relationships while also bolstering parents’ abilities to navigate challenging childhood behaviors. I witnessed families transform by building skillfulness and confidence in parenting in a way that was responsive to their children’s individual needs and promoted their development. This led me to pursue my doctorate in psychology and to focus my research on the influencing factors of both positive and harmful parenting behaviors.

			When I became a parent amid the COVID-19 shutdowns of 2020, I felt overwhelmed by the noise of mixed messages, despite my years of clinical work and research expertise in parenting. I was inundated with seemingly endless parenting content online. Although some of what I saw was validating and supportive, there was also content that contradicted the established research I knew from my background in psychology.

			Grounded in the evidence-based knowledge of my clinical and research experiences, I was able to find a path forward in my own life and with my clients. My hope is that through this book, I can share with you my insights from my many years of clinical experience, which have been strengthened by my lived experiences as a parent who continues to find practical ways to apply parenting research to situations in my life.

			To all parents who are reading this book, thank you for being here. Parenting can feel overwhelming, whether you have one child or multiple, are a single parent or live in a multigenerational home, or are working multiple jobs or as a stay-at-home parent. For this reason, I encourage all readers to begin with part 1 of this book, which provides information about typical child development, behaviors, and emotions, as well as some practical tools that apply to many situations. With this knowledge, the strategies offered in part 2 will be easier to implement.

			Part 2 is a collection of reference guides for raising young children aged 2 to 5, so turn to the sections that you need most at any given stage. Within part 2, chapter 4 will help parents approach common challenges when dealing with typical toddler and preschooler needs, like eating, sleeping, and learning. Chapter 5 addresses specific situations and behaviors that parents may find tricky to navigate, like transitions in childcare, welcoming new siblings, and risky play. Each guide provides insight into both the young children’s and parents’ perspectives, practical strategies that align with effective parenting behaviors grounded in research, and tools to help parents cope with their own reactions to these challenges.

			My hope is that readers will come away with a greater sense of empowerment. There is no cookie-cutter way to parent. Every child is different, and every family is different. I want to help you build a toolbox of options that may work for your family, but I also want you to know that what works best in any given situation depends on many factors. With the confidence you’ll gain from understanding early childhood development and gaining practical tools, I hope you’ll start to experience less stress—and more joy—in your parenting.

			This book is meant to be a digestible resource for toddler and preschooler parents who need a boost of extra support and encouragement and some practical tools. Many topics could be addressed in much greater depth, and fortunately, many wonderful authors and researchers have written those books already. At the end of the book are recommendations for further reading on several topics covered here.

		

	
		
			
				Part 1

				Your Parenting Foundation

			
		

	
		
			
				This first section provides an important foundation for readers who need answers to common challenges associated with parenting toddlers and preschoolers. First, you’ll find a basic overview of early child development and common parenting styles and practices. I’ll also share some practical tools for parenting toddlers across various situations, including tips for improving caregiver-toddler communication, understanding the “why” behind challenging behaviors, and breaking the cycle of reactive parenting. Finally, I’ll share practical advice for raising young kids to be confident, kind, and responsible human beings, with strategies focused on influencing children’s behavior and supporting their learning and social-emotional needs.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				What to Know About Raising Young Kids

			
			
				This chapter provides foundational knowledge to strengthen your understanding of early child development, children’s needs, how toddler behaviors affect parents, your role as a parent, and some practical tips for communicating effectively with your toddler. While it might be tempting to jump ahead to the section on specific tips and situations you may be dealing with, these strategies can be used even more effectively when there is a foundational understanding of the science behind your role as a parent and why your toddler may be behaving in challenging or confusing ways.

			

			Our Jobs as Parents

			As parents, we wear many hats. Sometimes our primary job seems to be solely survival through basic needs, like feeding. Other times, we may find ourselves wearing a teacher hat, or a disciplinarian hat, focusing on teaching our children specific skills or life lessons. The common thread is establishing a strong, secure attachment with our children so they feel accepted and loved. From this primary place of connection, all the other roles of parenthood fall into place.

			Child attachment literature emphasizes that the parent’s primary role is to be the “bigger, stronger, wiser, and kind one.” This is described in the Circle of Security parenting program, an educational framework that promotes secure attachment relationships between caregiver and child, which establishes a foundation for children’s healthy development and learning. It’s a balancing act of sorts: Children need to be able to access their parents as a safe, reliable source of comfort, and parents need to support their child’s exploration and discovery of the world around them. From this secure relationship, other parenting goals are accessed, like ensuring their child’s health, safety, and well-being; preparing them to be engaged learners and ready for adulthood; and transmitting cultural and familial values.

			Toddler Parent Goals

			The practical aspects of parenting change throughout the different developmental stages, and those first few months and years spent transitioning from newborn to baby to toddler phase are full of significant changes. Stages vary in how enjoyable and rewarding they are for different parents. If you don’t like the phase you’re in, that’s okay—it’s just a phase. But getting a handle on the practical aspects of parenting in every stage will help bring you stability and lower your stress in the more challenging ones.

			Health and Safety

			In the toddler years, parents can proactively plan to promote health, safety, and well-being. From an early stage, try to set and follow eating and sleeping schedules as consistently as possible. This can help you maintain predictability and consistency in your family routines, which is helpful for meeting toddlers’ developmental needs. Establish healthy habits early on and prioritize those that promote physical and mental health throughout the child’s lifespan.

			In this stage, you can also build your village of trusted supporters. This includes friends and family to whom you can turn for social support and guidance, and trustworthy providers in your community, such as primary care doctors and specialists, therapists, community centers, and childcare providers, who can help support your family’s well-being.

			Prepare for Adulthood

			How can parents prepare toddlers for adulthood? Even in the toddler years, there are many strategies that can help teach some of the basics. And you don’t have to be an expert in early childhood education to support toddlers’ learning at home. Consider the values that are important to you as a parent, and what kind of person you hope your child will be. Children learn through the actions they see modeled by their parents (for better or for worse!). Teach your child by modeling persistence through challenges at home. Praise their efforts over outcomes. Support development of their autonomy and individuality by allowing them to try and fail before you swoop in to assist. Help your toddler learn new skills by exposing them to new experiences and letting them try things that may be a bit outside their comfort zone. From your trusting, secure base, your child will build confidence to learn and explore the world.

			Transmit Values

			We all develop values based on our families of origin, cultural and religious identities, and societal expectations. Some values are easy to identify, while others may be implicit, or beneath the surface. Becoming a parent may bring up questions about what values you want to pass along to your children. If you’re co-parenting, it can be empowering to talk with your co-parent about your family values and how you plan to share them with your children. Parents transmit values by modeling desired behaviors (for example, if your family values speaking respectfully, modeling conflict resolution would look like talking through problems in a calm manner at a neutral time rather than engaging in shouting matches in the heat of the moment). You can also model these values for your children by surrounding yourselves with friends, family, and community supports who live by similar values, and by spending your time, money, and energy on experiences that align with the values you want your children to absorb.

			Although these goals are helpful to keep in mind, they can’t be met in every single caregiver-child interaction. In the 1950s, pediatrician and psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott described “good enough” parenting, emphasizing the importance of parental imperfection in preparing children for an imperfect world. So, consider whether your interactions align with your parenting goals most of the time. These goals can be even harder to live by when dealing with the volatile roller coaster of toddler emotions and behaviors, so give yourself some grace. This book is meant to ground you in practical tools that will help you move toward your goals, as research shows that parents who feel competent and effective as parents are less stressed. Less stress, more joy.

			It’s Wild Being a Toddler

			Toddlers go through a transformative amount of growth in just a few years. Think about it: Toddlerhood is a period of development between the highly dependent neediness of infants and babies to the stage where kids build the self-sufficiency required for school. During this time, parents witness tremendous physical and cognitive growth in their kids. As any parent who feels like they are constantly buying the next size shoe for their toddler can attest, many changes are physical and observable, while other developments are more subtle, unfolding beneath the surface.

			Amazing Brain Development

			Although human brains are constantly developing over time, toddler brains experience what’s known as a sensitive period for development. During this time, certain brain regions are more malleable and have a stronger ability to learn from experiences. For this reason, development during sensitive periods is largely shaped by the environments where children are raised and the quality of their interactions. Different types of skills tend to mature during different periods. For example, simple, lower-level sensory processes, like observing basic shapes and sounds, develop in the early months after birth, whereas more complex processes, like interpreting others’ facial expressions, mature later.

			Human brains are built from the bottom up, starting with primal, adaptive functions that ensure survival, like basic, automatic, biological functions and the fight-flight-freeze stress response. Over time, more complex language, cognitive, social, and emotional skills develop, even throughout the teenage years (picture a teenager slamming their bedroom door—even still, teens’ emotion regulation capacities are very much under construction). By the early to mid-20s, human prefrontal cortexes have fully matured, resulting in more complex problem-solving and executive functioning abilities. Even though human brains are continuously developing over the first 20-plus years, the rates of development vary during different

			Exciting Growth Spurts

			
			
			
			Always Learning, All the Time

			
			
			Authoritative Parenting in a Nutshell

			
			
					Respects the individual needs of the child

					Recognizes that all feelings are acceptable

					Helps their child grow into a responsible, confident adult through the use of developmentally appropriate boundaries and limits
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			Authoritative Parenting Tips for Toddler Caregivers

			
			
			
					Meet your kid where they are. Be mindful of your toddler’s skills and developmental level, as well as day-to-day (or hour-to-hour) variations in mood, sleepiness, and hunger. Adjust your expectations and demands to fit what’s realistic for them in that moment or stage.

					Celebrate your child’s strengths. When you recognize what your child is good at, you can focus consistent responsiveness and positive attention on their most wonderful qualities, and then leverage these strengths to enhance their efforts to grow in other areas.

					Always consider your child’s developmental level and set expectations accordingly. It’s easy to forget that a highly verbal two-year-old has the emotional maturity of…a two-year-old. Or perhaps you have a child who struggles to comprehend directions the same way their older sibling did at the same age. Adjusting your expectations to meet your child’s developmental needs will benefit everyone.

					Establish a strong foundation of warm, positive interactions. Always aim for more frequent positive interactions than criticisms, even if you have to be purposeful or count them at times!

					Optimize your environment. Consider how factors in the environment may help with successful outcomes:
					
							For example, if you want your child to put on their own shoes, giving your toddler their shoes while telling them to put them on will (1) make it more likely that they will comply, and (2) make the task more accessible for them, supporting development of their emerging independence.

							Consider how timing and schedules may need to be adjusted. If you encounter nightly conflict transitioning from playtime to bedtime, end playtime a few minutes early, leaving more time for your bedtime routine.

					


					Reevaluate, looking for clues to help you respond. If your toddler reacts with frustration or noncompliance, or ignores you, consider whether they actually have the skills to meet your expectations. Do they need you to complete the task for them? Do it with them? Show them how to do it more easily?

					Establish and maintain consistent routines. As best you can in this busy world, establish consistent routines for daily sleep, mealtimes, and schedule. Predictability is stability. It’s easier to set and maintain limits when predictable systems are already in place.

					Embrace flexibility. When you can embrace flexibility within your preestablished routines and rituals, it’s much easier to hold boundaries. If you eat dinner at 6:00 p.m. but your child is ravenous at 5:00 p.m., offer them a plate of veggies as a predinner snack. This way, they’ll still participate in the family mealtime at six, but you’ll prevent an escalation from a hangry toddler in the meantime.

					Hold reasonable boundaries. Prepare to maintain boundaries with gentle but firm physical interventions when needed.

					Aim for consistency. Consistent warmth and responsiveness, as well as consistent rules, expectations, and limits, help establish a secure base from which your child can learn and grow.

					Express love and enjoyment. Whether through words or physical affection, expressing your love and enjoyment of your child helps maintain a strong connection, even through the most challenging moments.

			

			
			
				When Caregivers Disagree

				
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
					
				

			
			Toddler Communication Tips

			
			Tips to Optimize Communication

			
					Check your toddler’s battery level. Consider your child’s capacity to take in what you are saying at any given moment. Are they tired, hungry, or in need of a diaper change? Is the environment calm or overwhelming? A child’s internal experiences combined with the status of their environment can influence their responsiveness.

					Pair verbal and nonverbal communication. When talking to your toddler, consider adding a nonverbal cue like a tap on the shoulder to gain their attention, pointing or gesturing to an item or space you’re referring to, or physically bringing an item that you’re referring to closer to them. This can help guide their attention to you and what you’re communicating.

					Go little by little. Watch out for your toddler’s limit of how much information they can take in at once, and allow them time to process. Too much information can be confusing and overwhelming. Instead, you might break instructions into two or three parts, only explaining the next step when one step is completed. Offer several seconds of wait time before explaining the next step or repeating yourself. You can do so by counting to five in your head to help pace yourself while giving your toddler time to process.

					Tell and describe instead of asking. Asking questions in place of direct instructions can be confusing or lead to power struggles. If you’re trying to get your child to follow an instruction, it’s better to tell them what to do than to ask—for example, a reasonable answer to the question “Are you ready to leave the playground?” is “No,” even if you need to leave! You can also help promote development of their language skills by describing what you observe, rather than asking, as your child might not have the language skills to answer. So, instead of “What are you doing?” try “You’re making that car zoom so fast!” Or instead of “What is that?” try pointing and saying, “Wow, I see an airplane in the sky!” This opens the door to a more organic conversation, through which they can express their observations and enthusiasm, too.

					Expect toddlers to feel frustrated. Even adults feel frustrated when we’re misunderstood! Communication is a developing skill for your child, so unsurprisingly, there will be bumps and feelings of frustration along the way. When that happens, you can channel your warmth and love to support them through it.

					Consider differences in development. Different aspects of toddlers’ communication abilities may develop at varying rates. This includes their ability to understand (receptive language), share ideas (expressive language), communicate words clearly (articulation), and communicate using both verbal and nonverbal means (like gestures). Your child might have an idea about what they want to share but lack the ability to express the idea clearly. Or your child may be able to understand much more than they can say. Try to be mindful of your child’s abilities and limitations, and consult with your pediatrician if you need guidance regarding expectations for your child’s language abilities.

					Be patient. Recognize that communicating with toddlers requires patience, both for your toddler and yourself. When trying to get you and your toddler from point A to point B, allow yourselves extra time, and go easy on yourself if you’re running a bit late. Trying to rush is stressful for both you and your toddler and can lead to breakdowns in communication.

					Expect tough moments. Communicating with toddlers isn’t always easy! Forgive yourself when you’re not your most patient or skillful self.

			

			Tips to Understand Your Toddler

			
					Describe what you see. If you’re struggling to understand your child’s words, describe what you see them doing. At a minimum, you are joining their world at their level. It also may help you find a new perspective from which to better understand them.

					Reflect what you hear. Even if you can’t entirely understand their words, try repeating what you hear. This type of reflection, even if not perfectly accurate, may help your child feel more understood and help them adjust their communication efforts as they try to clarify. Reflecting also helps build toddlers’ communication skills through gentle corrections. If a toddler points to their bottle and says, “Buh-buh,” you can reflect the correct words back, saying, “Oh, you want your bottle. Here you go!”

					Lean on nonverbal communication. Ask your child to show you what they are talking about, or try to guess based on body language. If they’re standing in the kitchen, you might say, “Oh, you want a snack!” Show them some options that you think they might be looking for, and see how they respond.

					Ask them to show you. Prompt your child to show you what they are referring to. Maybe they’ll take you with them to another room or have you lift them up to get something that’s on a shelf.

					Guess. Based on what you know about their needs at that moment (for example, is it close to lunchtime?) or what happened in their day (did they play with a friend they want to tell you about?), see if you can guess some possibilities. Maybe you can narrow down your guess to a few choices. Show or say two choices, and see if it helps clarify.

					Validate frustration. Recognize how frustrating it can be to struggle to communicate. Validate for your child (“I know you’re feeling frustrated that I can’t understand you!”). Also validate your own feelings as the parent. It’s okay to feel frustrated or stressed when you can’t figure out what your child is trying to tell you. Remind yourself that you are both learning, and this feeling won’t last forever. Baby steps.

			

			Tips to Help Your Toddler Understand You

			
					Physically get on their level. Get in close, and squat down to your toddler’s eye level so you can look at each other face-to-face. You might give a gentle physical touch on their shoulder to help guide their attention to you.

					Keep it brief. Use simple language and short phrases or sentences that match your child’s developmental level. Instead of saying, “Please go to the front door and put on your shoes,” say, “Shoes on, please!”

					Keep it simple. When guiding your toddler to follow through on a task, start with one instruction at a time to avoid pushing the limits of their attention span. Rather than instructing, “Please clean up your toys and go put on your socks and shoes,” take it one step at a time. This way, you’ll increase the likelihood that your child can (and will) follow through.

					Check your tone. Use a calm, neutral tone when delivering explanations or instructions or setting limits (even if you’re feeling impatient or frustrated!). Use an enthusiastic tone to emphasize and celebrate positive behaviors and interactions. By using a calm and appropriate tone for different situations, you help your child understand the intention of your message. You’re also modeling effective communication for them to use as they grow!

					Start with an explanation. Before giving a direction to your child, explain the rationale. For example, “It’s time to go pick up your sister from school. Please get your shoes.” When you start with an explanation, you’re less likely to get pushback because your child will understand why they’re being told what to do. When you end with the instruction, the child has more time to process and follow through on the task because it’s the most recent piece of information they heard.

					Frame actions positively. Tell your child what to do instead of what not to do. Instead of “Don’t yell,” try “Please use your calm and quiet voice.” You can also start with an explanation, such as “The library is a quiet place. Please use your calm and quiet voice.”

					Ensure understanding. If your child has the language skills to do so, allow them to repeat the plan to ensure understanding. You can do this playfully by making it a fill-in-the-blank game. After talking them through a plan, start repeating the plan and pause throughout to allow your toddler time to fill in the blank: “It’s time for…That’s right, dinner! First, we’re going to…Yes, wash your hands. Then we will…sit at the table and get ready to…eat! Hooray!”

					Tell, don’t ask. When an instruction is not optional, tell your child what to do, instead of asking or suggesting. Let’s say you want your child to sit in their chair for lunch. Instead of asking, “Are you ready to sit at the table?” to which they can answer, “No,” or suggesting, “Let’s sit at the table now,” which sounds optional and like something you are doing together, try “Please come sit in your chair.”

					Be playful. Use a stuffie or doll to talk to your child or model what you want to communicate to your child. Like, “Doggy, it’s time for Jane to brush her teeth! First, we put toothpaste on her toothbrush. Thanks for helping me, Doggy! Hmm, now what’s next?”

					Offer behavior-specific praise. When caregivers praise their child for specific behaviors, they are more likely to engage in those behaviors in the future. A compliment like “Thank you for listening right away!” will help shape your child’s listening skills.

			

			Frequently Asked Questions

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Decoding Difficult Behaviors

			
			
			
			
			Biting (nonaggressive)

			Common Reasons:

			
					Self-soothing
					
					

					Playfulness or affection
					
					

					Task frustration
					
					
							Label it: “Ouch, that hurts.”

							Redirect to alternate action to express frustration

							Coach emotion regulation (see “How to Soothe and Support,” this page, and “Co-Regulation to Self-Regulation,” this page)

							Assist with the task causing frustration

					


					Difficulty communicating
					
					
							Redirect

							Coach emotion regulation (see “How to Soothe and Support,” this page, and “Co-Regulation to Self-Regulation,” this page)

							See “Toddler Communication Tips,” this page

					


			

			Aggressive behaviors (hitting, pushing, throwing, etc.)

			Common Reasons:

			
					Sensory need
					
					
							Set a boundary: “No hitting.”

							Redirect to an appropriate physical activity to meet the sensory need

					


					Attention seeking
					
					
							Set a boundary: “No hitting.”

							Underreact: Briefly remove attention from child if no one’s at risk of harm

							Redirect to alternate activity

							Praise appropriate behavior enthusiastically: “Thank you for playing gently!”

					


					Difficulty communicating
					
					
							Label emotion: “It’s so frustrating that the blocks fell!”

							Physically block child from continuing aggressive behavior

					


					Emotion dysregulation
					
					

					Exploring environment
					
					

			

			Screaming and whining

			Common Reasons:

			
					Attention seeking
					
					
							Underreact: Briefly remove attention from child

							Redirect to alternate behavior: “Please use calm words.”

							Give enthusiastic praise for appropriate behavior

					


					Difficulty communicating
					
					
							Label emotion: “I know you’re feeling frustrated.”

							Model appropriate alternate behavior

							See “Toddler Communication Tips,” this page

					


					Physical pain or discomfort
					
					
							Assist in soothing and solving the problem (see “How to Soothe and Support,” this page)

							Label and validate emotion: “I’m sorry that hurts.”

					


					Frustration; not getting what they want
					
					
							Selective attention: Underreact to the whining, and praise appropriate alternate behaviors (like taking a deep breath to cope)

							Label emotion: “I’m sorry you feel sad.”

							Assist in soothing and solving the problem (see “How to Soothe and Support,” this page)

							Model appropriate alternate behavior

					


			

			Clinginess or separation fears

			Common Reasons:

			
					Underprepared for new environment or situation
					
					
							Prepare in advance

							Plan for how child can cope or who the child can ask for help

							Reassure child that they will be safe (ex., that their babysitter is kind and will take good care of them)

					


					Feeling scared or worried
					
					
							Prepare in advance

							Plan for how child can cope or who the child can ask for help

							Reassure child that they will be safe (ex., their friend’s house is a safe place to play)

							Praise for small steps toward bravery/separation

					


					Child’s temperament
					
					

					Low “connection reserve” (in need of more caregiver attention and connection)
					
					
							Plan for daily one-on-one parent-child connection time (see “Fill Connection Reserves,” this page)

							Use PRIDE skills to increase confidence and connection (see “Fill Connection Reserves,” this page)

					


			

			Always saying no/refusing to try new things

			Common Reasons:

			
					Asserting independence/personal preference
					
					

					Testing limits
					
					

					Fear or anxiety
					
					
							Prepare in advance

							Plan for how child can cope or who the child can ask for help

							Reassure child of safety

							Praise for small steps toward bravery/separation

					


					Experiencing limited agency/autonomy/control in daily routines
					
					
							Increase sense of control in daily routine

							Offer two choices

							Allow child to choose order of events

							Praise flexibility

					


			

			Ignoring/not following directions

			Common Reasons:

			
					Does not comprehend or hear instructions
					
					
							Rephrase to more developmentally appropriate language

							Get physically close to gain child’s attention before instructing

							Adjust the environment to set up for success (ex., move toy bin closer during cleanup)

					


					Does not have the skills to complete the task
					
					
							Adjust the expectation to a more developmentally appropriate level

							Offer assistance to complete the task together

					


					Know they can get away with ignoring, due to inconsistent follow-through by caregivers giving instructions
					
					
							See “How to Maintain Your Boundary,” this page

							Prioritize follow-through

							Assist with the task if needed

							Give enthusiastic praise: “Thank you so much for listening!”

					


					Does not want to transition from preferred to less preferred activity
					
					
							Offer simple explanation

							Use task or time strategies to ease transitions: “Dinner’s almost ready. In five minutes, after this game, we’ll set the table.”

							Rephrase with when/if-then statement: “If you put the trucks in the bin, then you may choose the music in the car.”

							Give enthusiastic praise: “Thank you so much for listening!”

					


			

			Jumping, climbing, risky play

			Common Reasons:

			
					Exploring and curious
					
					
							Physically intervene to ensure safety (ex., grabbing them before they climb onto a pile of unsteady rocks)

							Redirect to alternate physical behavior (ex., show where to climb instead)

					


					Lack of awareness of what is safe and unsafe
					
					
							Physically intervene to ensure safety (ex., grabbing them from running into the street)

							Show them why something is unsafe: “The road has cars. You could get hurt.”

							Redirect to alternate physical behavior (ex., show where to run instead)

					


					Attention seeking
					
					
							Redirect the child to a more appropriate activity: “We don’t climb at the library. Let’s do a puzzle.”

							Underreact: Briefly remove attention if no danger is posed

							Give enthusiastic praise for appropriate behavior

					


					Temperament/high activity level and sensory needs
					
					
							Physically intervene to ensure safety (ex., stopping them from jumping on a table)

							Redirect to alternate physical behavior (ex., show where to jump instead)

							Give enthusiastic praise for appropriate behavior

					


			

			Laughing when scolded

			Common Reasons:

			
					Discomfort, embarrassment, shame
					
					
							Label emotion: “Sometimes kids feel embarrassed when they hurt someone.”

							Limit caregiver attention on laughter

							Redirect caregiver attention to appropriate behavior: “Let’s check on your brother to see if he’s okay.”

					


					Attention seeking
					
					
							Underreact: Briefly remove attention

							Model and support child in corrective action to what they were scolded for

							Provide enthusiastic praise for appropriate behavior: “Great job keeping your hands to yourself.”

					


					Amused
					
					
							Underreact to or ignore the laughing

							Redirect or distract to corrective action

					


			

			Shyness, hesitation

			
					Temperament
					
					
							Adjust caregiver expectations

							Prepare ahead with simple explanations about what to expect

							Label and validate feelings: “I know you feel shy. It’s okay.”

							Find a smaller step toward brave participation

							Model behavior you want to see (ex., introduce yourself to others and engage enthusiastically)

							Give enthusiastic praise for small steps of engagement

					


					Unsure about what to expect or what is expected of them
					
					
							Label and validate feelings: “I know you feel nervous. It’s okay.”

							Prepare ahead with simple explanations about what to expect

							Encourage them in advance: “There are toys you love, like puzzles and trains. Johnny likes puzzles, too!”

					


					Lacks skills to appropriately engage (ex., entering a new social situation, unsure how to join peers in play)
					
					
							Practice at home with role-playing (ex., playing games, playing with toys)

							Start small, such as short one-on-one playdates

							Coach them on what they can say to join in play

					


			

			Breaking the Cycle of Reactive Parenting

			
			
			
			
			
					Put on your oxygen mask first. Do something every day with the intention to take care of yourself. Check out resources on mindfulness (see this page) to incorporate mindful moments into your daily routine. Something as simple as finding a more intentional way to drink your morning coffee or taking a mindful shower can give you a boost of peace that will carry over throughout your day.

					Take care of your body.
							Try to make time for exercise, and when you can’t, find time for daily movement, even if that means parking at the far end of the parking lot to give yourself a little extra walk.

							Eat nourishing meals—scraps of your kid’s leftover mac and cheese don’t count.

							Prioritize sleep. Yes, this can seem impossible when your post-kid’s-bedtime to-do list is endless, or when your child has reverted to waking up 10 times in the middle of the night. Yet sleep is essential for refueling your tank. Recognize when this need is impossible to fill, and make sure to give yourself extra grace the next day. Continue to prioritize it when you can.

					


					There’s no such thing as a perfect parent. They don’t exist. Kids thrive with “good enough” parents.

					Mistakes are for learning. This is true for toddlers, and it’s true for parents, too. When you react to your toddler in a way that you later regret, take note. Offer yourself compassion. You’re doing the best you can with the resources you have at any given moment. Consider how the more regulated, skillful version of yourself would have handled that situation. Plan for how to make it easier to bring in that version of yourself next time.

					Repair and recover. Reactive parenting moments are an opportunity to model for your child how to repair and recover in relationships. This may mean looking them straight in the eye, apologizing, accepting responsibility for your actions, and reminding them that you always love them. Doing and teaching this is a tremendous gift. Everyone will encounter conflict in their lives, and if you can show your child that connection lasts despite conflict, you are equipping them with resilience skills that will last a lifetime.
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