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INTRODUCTION

Few aspects of early childhood development are more distressing to parents than the onset of “the terrible twos.”  Mothers and fathers who had a wonderful time raising a delightful infant for 24 months or so now find themselves saddled with an annoying, willful, totally unmanageable toddler who is prone to throwing temper tantrums and engaging in a variety of intolerable activities.

Contrary to popular beliefs, “the terrible twos” are NOT natural, inevitable or temporary.  Such unpleasant personality traits in a two-year-old are largely the result of faulty and preventable childrearing practices; and once these traits are firmly established, they are extremely difficult to eliminate.

Therefore, the adage that “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure” is never truer than when applied to the subject at hand.  Civilizing an infant (introducing her to the rules required for living cooperatively and congenially with other people) is among the most important parental tasks, and it is never an especially easy or enjoyable one.  However, with adequate awareness of the dynamics involved, and sufficient resolve to follow through on effective strategies right from the start, mothers and father can save themselves a lot of unnecessary grief in the long-run and reap the rewards of a bright, independent, happy and well-behaved child.

Of course, the idea of “discipline” is inherently distasteful, and it is even more so when contemplated in connection with infants and toddlers.  Therefore, it helps to keep in mind that if pursued properly, what is taking place is not “punishment,” but rather “education.”  The child has to learn about life, and her mother and father are the people best qualified to provide essential lessons.
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The issue is complicated a bit by the notion that two apparently contradictory processes are taking place at the same time.  On one hand, the child needs to learn that she is a very special, cherished and respected person who has the right to pursue her interests and exercise her abilities with a significant degree of freedom.  On the other hand, she also must learn that everyone else is special, cherished and respected, too, and her rights do not extend into any areas where they would unfairly interfere with those of others.  Teaching both concepts simultaneously is a little tricky, but not impossible.
Finally, it should be noted that during the first two years of life, one is dealing with a child whose rationality, memory, attention span and verbal skills all remain largely undeveloped.  Consequently, detailed discussions, in-depth explanations and other such procedures just will not cut it when it comes to infants and toddlers.  In order to get important messages across, one has to remember to communicate in a manner that makes sense to the very young child.

                                                                                            Michael K. Meyerhoff, Ed.D.

                                                                                            William Gladden Foundation
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SHOULD PARENTS AVOID “SPOILING” A NEWBORN?
Upon her introduction to the world, a newborn has no idea of what is going on or what to expect.  When she is crying, in pain or otherwise suffering physical distress, she cries reflexively – and there is nothing intentional or manipulative about her behavior.  Thus, if parents simply respond naturally or give her whatever she wants whenever she wants it, there is no danger in “spoiling” taking root at this point.  Furthermore, by providing prompt nurturing services, the parent will teach her that there are people who care about and will take care of her, and the love and trust she learns as a result will serve as the bedrock of her future capacity for personal security and interpersonal relationships.
WHEN DOES “SPOILING” FIRST BECOME A POTENTIAL PROBLEM?

The period between three or four months of age and the onset of crawling is a tough time for an infant.  Having spent the initial months becoming familiar with her body and immediate surroundings, she now begins to develop a strong interest in the world “out there.”  Unfortunately, while she is intensely curious about what is out there, she does not yet have the capacity to get there on her own.  Consequently, the infant suffers frustration and boredom on occasion.  When she does, she is likely to use the one tool she has for eliminating all sorts of unpleasantness – the cry.  At this point, the cry is no longer strictly a reflexive response to physical discomfort, as the infant now will often use it intentionally to get attention.

WHAT HAPPENS IF PARENTS KEEP RESPONDING TO THE CHILD’S CRIES?

The natural inclination of most parents is to respond in the same manner they have been responding for the last few months.  They come to the child immediately and do whatever they can to make her feel better (which in such situations routinely means picking up, holding and attempting to entertain her).  As a result, they find that they are becoming exhausted and annoyed by being constantly “on call.”  This is the first sign of trouble.  Although most parents report that they “don’t mind” catering to their babies in this fashion, they are developing the habit of chronically inconveniencing themselves in order to satisfy what is not necessarily a pressing need for the child.  Although the infant’s sense of love and trust is being reinforced, she also is starting to learn that she will always be able to have whatever she wants whenever she wants it.

CAN THESE CRIES FOR ATTENTION BE ELIMINATED?
Cries resulting from frustration or boredom cannot be eliminated, but they can be reduced significantly.  Putting the child in a well-designed seat and periodically moving her around the house so she will have new and different scenes to look at and listen to will go a long way toward easing boredom.  Placing several safe and suitable objects within her reach will help keep her frustration at bay.  These practices will not keep the child content constantly, but they should reduce the use of the cry to a reasonable level.
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HOW SHOULD PARENTS RESPOND TO THE CRIES THAT STILL DO OCCUR?

At this point, parents should consider engaging in “healthy selfishness.”  As they gain experience, it becomes easier for them to discern a cry of hunger or pain from one of boredom or frustration.  While the former still should be responded to with prompt action, the latter can be met with a little restraint.  It is important to attend to the child’s requirements, but the proper first response can be something like, “I hear you, but you will have to wait a minute – I’m busy right now.”  The infant will not necessarily understand the words; however, she will begin to learn that while others take her desires seriously, they are not the only factor governing interpersonal relationships.

WHAT IF THE CHILD CRIES IN THE MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT?

After several months of sleeping through the night, it is common for children between six months and one-year-old to start waking and wailing in the wee hours.  It is possible that the child is suffering physical distress, so it is necessary to check to make sure nothing really is wrong.  However, if everything is okay, she should learn that nighttime is for sleeping and left to “cry it out.”  Parents who have followed this procedure report that night waking is usually “cured” within a week to 10 days, and their children show no ill effects.  Furthermore, these parents have taken another crucial step toward placing the needs and desires of everyone in the family in proper perspective.
CAN PARENTS STOP WORRYING ONCE AN INFANT STARTS CRAWLING?

As an infant approaches then passes his first birthday, frustration and boredom quickly dissolve.  Now that he can crawl, walk and climb, he is no longer dependent upon his parents to satisfy his growing curiosity.  He can get to and into almost everything, and spends much of his waking time actively exploring and investigating.  Unfortunately, an infant at this stage is very naïve and has no idea that cleansers, scissors, stairways and other common household hazards represent real danger for him.  He is also equally unaware that HE is a serious threat to antiques and other family treasures.

HOW CAN AN INFANT’S ACTIVITIES AT THIS STAGE LEAD TO DISCIPLINE PROBLEMS?

Most parents do not hesitate to “crack down” in situations where the infant is in danger.  He now is able to understand “no” and other simple instructions and parents never fear to use them, and to follow-up with physical action whenever there is a chance the child could get hurt.  In situations where the child is a danger to something else, however, there is a tendency for parents to be indulgent.  The opportunity to explore and investigate freely is critical to a child’s optimal development.  It is therefore reasonable that many parents are willing to sacrifice the good china before they begin establishing and enforcing restrictions.  Unfortunately, the result is that the infant learns not only about the wider word around him, but that he is the only thing of importance in it.
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SHOULD PARENTS RESPOND TO THIS SITUATION BY SAYING “NO” ALL THE TIME?
The more “no” is used, the less effective it becomes.  Moreover, if parents say “no” too much, the child will come to associate the displeasure of the people who mean the most to him with his independent explorations and investigations.  Therefore, the first thing to do is to avoid confrontations as much as possible by safety-proofing the house BEFORE the child starts crawling and then keep it that way for at least a couple of years.  This means locking up, blocking or removing anything that could harm the infant AND anything that he could harm.  As a result, the curious child will have maximum access to his environment while his parents will have a minimum of anxiety and aggravation.
HOW WILL THE CHILD EVER LEARN THE CONCEPT “NO” IF THE HOUSE IS THOROUGHLY SAFETY-PROOFED?

Some parents mistakenly assume that safety proofing the home will eliminate the necessity to say “no.”  The fact is that from time-to-time the infant still will discover a forbidden item, enter an off-limits area or engage in an undesirable activity.  When this occurs, it is easy for the parents to make excuses for the child’s behavior or blame themselves for causing him to commit the infraction.  However, it is equally easy to turn the situation into an educational episode.

WHAT KIND OF “TEACHING” WORKS BEST AT THIS POINT?

The child’s ability to understand complicated instructions or long explanations is not well developed at this stage.  Therefore, a clear “no” or “stop” accompanied by removal from whatever is unacceptable (for example, a cigarette lighter) and distraction through the provision of a suitable alternative (for example, a toy) will have sufficient impact and effect.  It will give him the message (expressed in language he understands) that although he will be encouraged to explore and investigate his world, there are limits as to how far he will be allowed to go and rules regarding how much he will be allowed to do.

WILL DISCIPLINE ALWAYS BE SO EASY?
During the first 12 to 18 months, civilizing an infant is a fairly simple task.  Since the baby’s mental skills are still limited, the parents rarely find themselves confronting a real “hard case.”  The unacceptable actions of the child are not deliberately bothersome.  Although she may show a strong desire to do something she should not do, her determination is relatively easy to control.  Consequently, “discipline” consists mainly of channeling the infant’s behavior into appropriate avenues and getting her into the habit of having her own inclinations occasionally curtailed according to other considerations.  Unfortunately, toward the middle of the end of the second year, the innocent, easy-going, friendly infant gradually becomes a more formidable foe.
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WHY IS BEHAVIOR MANAGEMENT SO CHALLENGING AT THIS POINT?
As a child approaches her second birthday, her language abilities, thinking capacities, attention span, memory and physical strength increase significantly.  Her personality also changes dramatically.  For the first time, she is developing a clear sense of self and feels compelled to explore the extent of her personal power.  This emergence of independence and individuality often manifests itself in “negativism” (the tendency to say “no” to every request, test all limits and resist any efforts at control).

WHAT KINDS OF PROBLEMS DOES “NEGATIVISM” CREATE?

This is a normal and natural phase in the infant’s development.  However, this does NOT mean tolerating or ignoring her undesirable behavior.  On the contrary, it is crucial for the parents to make it known to the child that although she is cherished, but THEY are in charge.  The main problem facing most parents is “battle fatigue.”  The day-in/day-out deluge of disobedience and stubbornness begins to wear them down, and they find themselves too tired to “take a stand.”  Consequently, they start to relax their restrictions, rely too much on verbal warnings and fail to follow up on whatever temporary victories they may achieve.  The result is that the infant learns it will not be easy, but if she pushes hard and long enough, she eventually will have her way.

HOW SHOULD PARENTS HANDLE “NEGATIVISM?”
Controlling a child at this stage (without crushing her spirit) may seem difficult, but it is possible.  In the course of daily routines (such as feeding, bathing and dressing), there are many times when the parents will count upon the cooperation of the child.  Without careful planning, they are likely to be disappointed – regularly.  The trick is to offer choices instead of delivering direct instructions or making requests.  For example, rather than asking, “Do you want to put on your shirt?” one might say, “Do you want to put your shirt or your pants on first?”  This gives the child a chance to exercise her personal power without having to oppose the will of her parents.

DOES REASONING WITH THE CHILD REDUCE CONRONTATION?
In those inevitable instances where the child fails to follow a request, violates a restriction or does not heed a warning, too many parents make the mistake of assuming that they can talk their way out of it.  Although the infant’s abilities are emerging, she is still “unreasonable” and largely tied to the “here and now.”  Therefore, pointing out that, “If you keep swinging on the drapes, you’ll tear the materials and it will cost us a lot of money to replace them,” or threatening, “If you do not stop swinging on the drapes, you cannot go to Nana’s house next week,” will have little meaning or effect.
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IF TALKING TO A CHILD DOES NOT WORK, WHAT DOES?
Because the child’s capacities for rationality are growing, do not abandon the use of explanations, analyses and reminders – but do not rely upon them exclusively.  Unless there is an emergency, give the infant a chance to respond to a verbal command.  However, if she does not cease immediately, she should be removed promptly and physically prevented (with a firm hug) from engaging in the inappropriate activity.  Offer a suitable alternative or hold her for a minute or two until the squirming stops.  If she returns to the activity upon release, repeat the procedure until the message sinks in.

SHOULD PARENTS SPANK AN EXTREMELY NEGATIVISTIC CHILD?

This is a personal matter.  Some parents follow the “spare the rod – spoil the child” philosophy.  Others believe that hitting a child for any reason will only teach him that violence is an appropriate response to problems.  Studies of families whose children have grown into “well-adjusted” human beings are split on the issue.  As long as it is not indiscriminate or brutal, spanking probably will not cause irreparable psychological damage.  However, spanking can become an easy alternative to spending the time and energy required for more loving and equally effective strategies.  This is why it is a good idea to try avoiding it.
MUST PARENT BE “TOUGH” ALL THE TIME?

Negativism is a major force during this period of life, but it is not dominant.  There will be many times when the parent-child relationship centers on far more pleasant interactions.  Nevertheless, no parent makes it through negativism without a lot of hard work and a fair amount of headaches.  Setting limits consistently requires parents to be extremely conscientious.  Enforcing restrictions rigorously also requires them to be extraordinarily patient.  To the extent that these procedures are employed persistently, the child will learn that she is a respected person with a special place in the family structure – but she is NOT the boss.

WILL A CHILD BE MOSTLY WELL-BEHAVED FROM THIS POINT ON?

If the parents follow these policies and procedures, the child should enter his third year with the issue of control almost fully resolved.  That is not to say that everything will proceed smoothly; but at least they will not have to put up with a toddler who routinely throws temper tantrums and otherwise annoys them beyond endurance.  The two-year-old is a clever, creative, competent and independent creature who occasionally finds himself at odds with the will of his parents.  However, if he learned these basic lessons in civility all along, the parents can expect the result to be a few simple skirmishes rather than all-out war.  Furthermore, they can look forward to increasing pleasure, cooperation and pride from their child as each day goes by.
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HOW A CHILD DEVELOPS INTO A
“TERRIBLE TWO”

The “terrible twos” is not just a natural “phase” that simply emerges and then goes away all by itself.  The following are typical steps in the process by which an infant’s developmental tendencies and his parents’ responses combine to create increasingly difficult behavioral problems.

                               THE “TERRIBLE TWOS”        THE “DELIGHTFUL TWOS”                       
STAGE ONE                      I am loved                                    I am loved
                                            and cared for                                and cared for
STAGE TWO                    I can have                                 My needs will be
                                        whatever I want,                            attended to, but
                                      whenever I want it                        sometimes I’ll have
                                                                                                    wait a bit.
STAGE THREE              I am the only                             I am free to explore
                                     thing of importance                        my world, but not to
                                           in the world                                hurt others or me.
STAGE FOUR            If I push long and                            I am an important
                                     hard enough, I can                        member of my family,
                                    always get my way.                            but my parents
                                                                                                 are in charge.
STAGE ONE: BIRTH TO 3 MONTHS

The child cries reflexively in response to physical distress, and the parents react with prompt nurturing.  The child thus learns that there are people who care about and will take care of him – a lesson that is very important, healthy and necessary at this point.

STAGE TWO: 3 TO 8 MONTHS

The child cries intentionally in response to boredom and frustration as well as reflexively to physical distress.  The parents continue to react indiscriminately and arrive immediately, thus teaching the child that his needs and desires are the only factors governing interpersonal relationships.  By exercising appropriate restraint and engaging in “healthy selfishness,” parents can prevent this from happening.
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STAGE THREE: 8 TO 15 MONTHS
As the child actively explores and investigates his environment, the parents relax about establishing limits on his activities (either never saying “no” or saying “no” so often that it loses effect).  The child thus learns that he can go wherever and do whatever he pleases.  By safety proofing the home to reduce problems, and then quickly removing and distracting the child on those occasions when he still gets into trouble, parents can prevent this from happening.
STAGE FOUR: 15 TO 24 MONTHS

As the child establishes a strong sense of self and strives to exercise his power through “negativism,” the parents “let him have his way” or try to “talk him out of it.”  They are also neither consistent in setting rules nor persistent in enforcing them.  The child thus learns that he can gain control as long as he pushes hard enough and long enough.  By offering the child choices, instead of making requests or issuing instructions, and by physically removing and restraining the child whenever he insists on engaging in unacceptable behaviors, parents can prevent this from happening.
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FACTORS THAT MAY COMPLICATE

THE DISCIPLINE PROCESS

Civilizing a young child is never a particularly easy or pleasant task, but sometimes it is made even more difficult by factors not directly related to the parent-child relationship.  The following are some common conditions and circumstances that can cause more than the usual amount of trouble.

· ILLNESS – The effects of a cold or any other minor ailment may make a child especially cranky and uncooperative.  Concern over a major illness or injury may also cause the parents to be over-indulgent and allow the child too much leeway when it comes to limit setting.

· HEARING LOSS – Many infants experience short or long-term episodes of mild to moderate hearing loss resulting from congenital defects, infections or allergies.  Consequently, sometimes children are diagnosed “stubborn” or “obstinate” when the actual problem is really and inability to hear instructions clearly.
· SIBLING RIVALRY – The introduction of a new sibling before a child is three-years-old often results in intense feelings of jealousy and hostility.  Increased vigilance and extra efforts may be required in such cases.

· TOILET TRAINING – Starting toilet training too soon (especially before a child has passed through “negativism”) may create strong and frequent confrontations that can push both child and parents beyond their normal capabilities.

· DAYCARE – If their child spends many of her waking hours in daycare, some parents become reluctant to “contaminate” their limited “quality time” with the infant by pursuing something as difficult and unpleasant as discipline.  Failure to coordinate disciplinary policies and practices carried out at home and at the daycare center may lead to a breakdown on the consistency and persistency that are essential to success.

· SEPARATION AND DIVORCE – When a child is caught in the midst of a parental conflict, there may be a strong tendency for each parent to be over-indulgent in the misguided attempt to insure the child’s love.  Furthermore, if communication between the parents is poor, consistency and persistency are likely to suffer, resulting in extreme confusion for the child.
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WAYS TO ALLOW A TODDLER TO EXERCISE PERSONAL POWER

WITHOUT OPPOSING THE WILL OF THE PARENTS

Getting through the phase of “negativism” with a minimum number of unpleasant parent-child confrontations requires some planning.  The following are typical situations where parents can avoid unnecessary problems by allowing their toddler to make appropriate choices rather than demanding that she respond to direct instructions or requests.

· DRESSING – Rather than selecting a specific outfit, lay out several suitable articles of clothing and allow the child to pick the ones she prefers (even if her “mix” and “match” efforts result in an unattractive combination).

· BATHING – Let the child be in charge of the order in which to clean her body parts.  Instead of saying, “We’re going to do your ears now,” simply ask, “What should we wash first?” and “What should we wash next?”

· FEEDING – To the extent possible, allow the child to participate in planning the menu for each meal.  For example, one can say, “We’re having chicken and peas tonight.  Do you want mashed potatoes or rice with that?”
· SHOPPING – Give the child a chance to select appropriate options within basic categories.  For example, one can say, “We’re not getting cookies today, but we are getting ice cream.  Should we get vanilla or chocolate?”

· BEDTIME ROUTINES – Lay out the steps that are required (such as changing into pajamas, using the toilet and brushing teeth), but let the child decide in which order they will take place.  If a story-reading session is included, allow the child to choose the book – even if it is the same one she chose the night before.

· PLAY ACTIVITIES – Offer the child as many “equipment” and “area” choices as possible.  For example, rather than saying, “Go to your room and play with your blocks,” one can say, “You may play with your blocks or your dolls or your crayons – which do you want?  You may play with them in your room or here in the kitchen with me – it’s up to you.”
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TYPICAL PROBLEMS EXPERIENCED BY PARENTS WHO

DISCIPLINE “TOO LITTLE” OR “TOO LATE”

Many parents cannot motivate themselves to establish and enforce limits on their infant’s behavior because what the baby is doing “isn’t that bad” and they “really don’t mind putting up with it.”  Unfortunately, little difficulties grow into big difficulties, and these parents later come to regret being so indulgent early on.  The following are common consequences suffered by mothers and fathers who fail to discipline effectively right from the start.

· Friends and relatives are reluctant to make or receive visits if their child will be present

· Staff and other parents at the daycare center or preschool make frequent complaints about their child’s behavior

· They have trouble finding a “regular “babysitter for their child

· They are afraid to go out in public with their child

· They cease to enjoy playing with their child and rarely have fun during family activities

· They feel more like prison wardens than parents

· They dread daily routines involving their child (such as dressing, bathing and feeding)

· The only time they feel at peace is when their child is asleep

· They are chronically tired and irritable

· They spend more time “punishing” than “teaching” their child

· They are prone to frequently overreact and physically abuse their child

· They constantly wish they could “get away” from their child for at least a little while

· They find that although they still “love” their child dearly, they don’t “like” their child very much anymore
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COMMON DISCIPLINARY STRATEGIES
THAT DO NOT WORK WELL

Although determined to discipline, some parents do not realize that they may be creating more problems than they are solving because the techniques they use are inappropriate or ineffective.  The following are some typical practices to avoid when dealing with infants and toddlers.
· HARSH CORPORAL PUNISHMENT – A light slap on the behind or wrist may provide some emphasis on occasion, but repeated blows can be extremely dangerous to a child’s physical and mental health.

· FEAR – Making strong threats may stop a child from doing “bad” things, but it may also keep him from doing “good” things.  For example, telling a child that a police officer will put him in jail if he goes out into the street may prevent him from doing so.  On the other hand, he may someday be afraid to approach a police officer if he becomes lost.

· YELLING – Using a loud voice once in a while may effectively get a child’s attention in an emergency situation, but a child will quickly learn to “tune out” constant screaming.  In fact, many parents find a whisper to be more compelling for a toddler than a shout.

· UNRELATED RESPONSE – In order for a child to understand the true consequences of his behavior, the “punishment” must directly fit the “crime.”  For example, if he abuses a toy, the toy can be taken away for a day or two; but taking away his television privileges will only cause confusion.

· DELAYED RESPONSE – The old “wait until your father comes home” routine will not provide good result because by the time the “reaction” is applied the child will have forgotten what “action” caused it.

· SHAME OR GUILT – The concepts of “societal expectations” and “moral codes” are beyond the comprehension of the very young child.  Therefore, the words used will not really reveal that you do not approve of the child’s ACTIONS, but the tone and inflection will tell the child that you do not like HIM.  As a result, his misbehavior may not diminish as much as his self-esteem.
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SOURCES OF HELP AND INFORMATION
ABOUT EARLY DISCIPLINE

Discipline during the early years is one of the most difficult and demanding parental responsibilities, and the stress and frustration that are often involved can result in things getting out-of-hand in a hurry. The following is a list of local professionals and national agencies to contact for information and assistance.

LOCAL PROFESSIONALS
PEDIATRICIAN – Health professionals can help detect and treat any physical problems (such as mild to moderate hearing loss) that may be making the discipline process more difficult than usual.

Telephone #

CHILD PSYCHOLOGIST – Mental health professionals can recommend and review disciplinary policies and practices that are appropriate for each stage of a child’s development.  They can also detect and treat any emotional problems (of both the child and the parents) that may be causing special difficulties.

Telephone #

EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATOR – Daycare and preschool teachers can help customize an appropriate plan of action and make sure that everyone else who interacts with the child is working together.  They can also help put together informal support groups so mothers and fathers can exchange ideas and comfort each other during particularly trying times.

Telephone #

NATIONAL AGENCIES

Parents Anonymous

www.parentsanonymous.org
National Center on Child Abuse and Neglect

www.ojjdp.ncjrs.org
Kid Source Online
www.kidsource.com
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