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CAN YOUR TWO-YEAR OLD
MAKE YOU A HAPPIER, LESS STRESSED, AND MORE EFFECTIVE PARENT? YOU BET! FIND OUT ABOUT—


• Your child’s elaborate, sometimes amusing, often exasperating rituals. Should you go along with them? See this page.

• Time with a baby-sitter—why it’s a great idea for your Two-year-old … and for you! See this page.

• Hitting, pushing, grabbing, and other aggressive acts: Is this normal Two-year-old behavior … or time for a parent to take action. See this page–this page.

• Step-by-step parenting tips that work. Discover sixteen sure-fire things to do to make the “Terrible Twos” a terrific year. See this page–this page.

• A warning you might not expect. Why you should not try to teach your Two-year-old to read. See this page.

• Toilet training … with no more tears. Why a set of little steps placed close to the toilet and other simple remedies—even for persistent problems—will make it easy. See this page–this page.



 … and more!

YOUR TWO-YEAR-OLD


“I think [these books] are delightful and likely to capture the imagination of young parents enough to get them through these years.… I think the books will be both a pleasure and support for many parents.”

—T. Berry Brazelton, M.D., author of Toddlers and Parents and Infants and Mothers




“These are cheerful, optimistic books.… I agree with just about everything they say.”

—Lendon Smith, M.D., author of Feed Your Kids Right
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chapter one
ARE THOSE TWOS REALLY SO TERRIBLE?

Your Two-year-old! Different in many ways from any other living human being! And yet, because the individual boy or girl does develop to a large extent in a patterned, predictable way, there are many respects in which he or she will resemble every other Two-year-old.

Only you will fully and intimately know your own preschooler. But because he will resemble others of his same age in so many ways, there is much we can tell you about Two-year-oldness in general that should provide something of a shortcut to your understanding and appreciation of that young person who is so uniquely your own.

The child of this age has come a long way when compared with his own Eighteen- to Twenty-one-month-old self. We have described the Eighteen-month-old as walking along a one-way street that all too often leads in the opposite direction from the one you had in mind. He bumbles along in his own peculiar way and almost seems to think with his feet. As one perceptive mother remarked of her own Eighteen-month-old, “You program him just as if he were a computer—he is that predictable.”

Predictable, perhaps, to others but not always to himself. His abilities are still so rudimentary that his life holds all too many unhappy surprises. He falls when he wants to stay upright. Things slip from his hands when he wishes to hold them. He lacks the words he needs to express his very rigorous and definite demands.

His lack of abilities all too often upsets him. He is upset with himself and with his parents. Life is by no means entirely smooth or happy.

Hence it may come as a pleasant relief to all concerned when the Eighteen- to Twenty-one-month-old boy or girl turns Two, and at least briefly things go more to his liking and to your own.

The typical Two-year-old tends to be a rather gentle, friendly little person, much, much easier to live with than he was a mere few months ago. One of the reasons for this is that life is easier for him now than it used to be.

To begin with, he is much more sure of himself motor-wise than he was just a few months ago. Now he can walk and run and climb with rather admirable skill, so the world of movement is a comfortable one for him.

Now he can talk so much better than he could at Eighteen or Twenty-one months. Not only can he express his needs much better, but since Two is a somewhat relaxed, undemanding age, these needs are not so strong as they used to be. This happy combination—less vigorous demands and a much better ability to express them—makes it easier for the child to get what he wants from the world.

Emotionally he seems calmer, surer, better balanced than he was. Anger and disappointment are not as strongly felt as formerly, nor are they as strongly expressed. He is happy much of the time. He likes other people, and they, in turn, find him a delightful companion.

A few months earlier, the child seemed to favor an extensor posture. If you tried to take him onto your lap, he would, as likely as not, straighten out and slide down. Now, if you catch him in just the right mood, he may curl up and settle in, and talk to you or merely listen.

Two expresses affection warmly. He enjoys you, and you enjoy him. Gone is the difficult, demanding little boy or girl with whom you may have suffered just a few short months ago.

The age of Two usually provides a brief and welcome breathing space for a parent, coming as it does between the difficult, demanding time of Eighteen to Twenty-one months and the even more difficult and demanding age of Two-and-a-half that is so soon to follow. In fact, the year begins so gently that one is not at first aware of the hidden sources of dominating power that will be unleashed in its midstream.

You as a parent may not feel that you need a tremendous amount of help in living with this delightful little creature. Our suggestion is, Enjoy any periods of calm, of equilibrium, of contentment, of comfort while they last, for in many children, especially during the preschool years, they tend to be rather short. In these early years one finds that most harmonious stages, when the child seems to be in tune with Nature, comfortable with himself and happy with you, easy to deal with and to live with, tend to be rather brief.

“The Terrible Twos” is a phrase that has become a part of our culture. This phrase is not entirely correct. Any parent of a friendly, amenable Two-year-old is bound to consider it a definite exaggeration.

Yet, as your child moves on through this year that begins with his second birthday (actually the third year of his life), you will discover, all too soon, what people are talking about. The gentle age of Two is all too quickly followed by the age of Two-and-a-half, when things are not so gentle. Thus one should say more accurately, “The Gentle Twos.” It is not until Two-and-a-half that many children do become rather terrible. It is Two-and-a-half, not Two itself, that gives this general age period such a very bad name.

It is as if the child could not function always on the positive side of life. Stages, or ages, when things are fine and in good equilibrium, seem to need to break up and to be followed by stages when things are not so fine and equilibrium is not so steady.

We call this manner of growing interweaving (see Figure 1). Good seems to need to interweave with bad; equilibrium with disequilibrium. The good, solid equilibrium of any early age seems to need to break up into disequilibrium before the child can reach a higher or more mature stage of equilibrium, which again will be followed by disequilibrium. But take heart. As day follows night, so equilibrium will again return.
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Figure 1
Alternation of Ages of Equilibrium and Disequilibrium

Almost invariably, as your Two-year-old matures, he reaches the not entirely comfortable stage of Two-and-a-half. And since it is at the stages of disequilibrium that the parent or other person who is taking care of the child needs most help, we shall write somewhat briefly of Two, and will give you all the help we can with Two-and-a-half.

SPECIAL WARNING

Remember—please remember—that every child not only has his own individuality—even identical twins differ from each other in many important ways—but each also has his own time schedule. We describe here ways in which many typical children behave at Two and Two-and-a-half years of age. But please don’t forget that your own child may quite normally be behind or ahead of this supposedly more or less typical schedule. Even though children have much in common, not every child hits every stage in exactly the same way or at exactly the same time.

Also, basic personality will have a strong influence on the way the child’s body interprets the complexities of this age. A very rigid little boy, for instance, may become even more rigid and intractable as he moves from Two to Two-and-a-half. A gentle, tractable girl may only temporarily become a little hard to manage.

Your own handling of your child introduces still another variable. Met head-on with harsh, unrelenting demands, a Two-and-a-half-year-old tends to become even more rigid, oppositional, negative, and generally difficult than he might otherwise have been. Met with skill and kindness, with good preschool techniques, with a little bit of humor, even a very demanding boy or girl may be willing and able to give in now and then.

If your own child continues gentle and easy to get on with right through the time that he is Two-and-a-half, and does not reach the terrible Two-and-a-half period until he is almost Three, don’t be alarmed. And if because by nature he is just naturally calm and adaptable, and because your own handling may be superb, he is not ever very terrible at any time during this third year, don’t worry about that, either.

Don’t worry about it, but don’t credit all of this smoothness to your own handling. His younger brother or sister, when he or she comes along, may be very different.

And if our description of Two-and-a-half-year-old behavior makes that entire age period seem like a disaster area, it isn’t necessarily so. Even the Two-and-a-half-year-old can be as delightful at times as any other preschooler. He is often very lovable, engaging, enthusiastic, and appreciative. It is interesting, though, that often the stubborn, aggressive side of the Two-and-a-half-year-old’s nature surfaces again when he becomes a teenager—moody, petulant, and all-too-ready to criticize you as a parent.

Fortunately, for all his rebelling, his stubborn opposition, even the Two-and-a-half-year-old still believes that you, his parents, are all-powerful and all-wonderful.

The hints, techniques, and warnings that we are about to give you are meant to help you keep things on as smooth a track as possible so that you and your child can most fully enjoy each other while the complex and exquisite process of maturing is going on.


chapter two
GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS OF THE AGE

THE TWO-YEAR-OLD

For many parents, Two is the best age of all. The Two-year-old has finally emerged from his impulsive, thrusting, bumbling Eighteen-month-old ways. Gone are the days when he saw nothing to the right or left of him but went straight to his goal, plowing through anything in his way. Then he needed the protective, restraining help of his parents to break his fall, to teach him about danger.

The Two-year-old has also emerged from his Twenty-one-month-old ways, when he tried to be his own protector, when he froze in his own tracks, often from fear. Then he needed reassurance from his parents. With their help he unfroze and grew warm in their loving, understanding care of him. Gradually he clung less and grew more independent. Above all, as he approached Two, he grew more deeply in love with his parents, who became “my mommy” and “my daddy.”

Emotionally, Two seems much of the time to be comfortable and content. Life feels good to him. Emotions do not take over as they do at some other ages. Two can express his warm affections both by the sound of his voice and by his cozy, snuggling ways. There is an easy give-and-take between parent and child. He now seems comfortable with himself. He speaks of himself by his given name, usually coupled with some demand: “Johnny wants a cookie,” “Mary wants go go outside.” He not only expresses his desires, but he wishes to possess, to have things all his own. The air may ring with the often repeated refrain, “It’s mine. It’s mine.” And this is quite fair, since a child must first learn “mine” before he can appreciate “thine.”

What a delightful companion he can be in the home! He moves around the house with increasing ease. He goes on little errands. His favorite errand may be the fetching of Daddy’s slippers at the end of the day. He loves to go out for a walk and to walk on the tops of low walls. But he always loves to come “home again.”

The world around him is pouring in through his eyes, and he remembers much of what he sees. He knows where things go. He dotes on putting away the canned goods. He loves to watch all household activities—the vacuuming of the floor, the making of beds, the beating of eggs, and especially the scrubbing of the bathroom. He is beginning to take a hand in all of these activities himself. He delights in imitating and enjoys working side by side with his mother, using his own miniature equipment.

Whatever attracts him (and almost everything does) he approaches and touches, prolonging or repeating the sensory experience until he has had his fill. And he explores not only by touch but by taste and smell as well. He still has almost everything to learn, and he is learning very quickly. That is why it is so important not to have dangerous medicines and cleaning fluids within his reach.

He cannot yet be given the run of the house, for he still tends to produce his own special kind of havoc—he gets into his mother’s powders and creams; he strews and he smears. Doors need to be equipped with high hooks now that he can turn doorknobs so deftly. His easy access to the bathroom, however, is often very rewarding. Those children who have not yet been toilet trained (for either bowel or bladder) often suddenly train themselves in a mere week’s time. (This success is greatly facilitated by the use of a potty chair.) Water play quiets and intrigues as no other play at Two. A strong and steady stool is needed so the child can reach the washbasin.

Two likes the feeling of having the same thing happen day after day. Routine suits him. “Again” is an oft-repeated demand. In the morning he likes having his bedroom slippers and bathrobe put on and then going in to watch his daddy shave. The sequence is important. The evening has its own special sequence, too, often including his favorite “bookie.” Books that he might enjoy at this time may be the Golden Dictionary or Goodnight Moon.

Even in eating he is beginning to enjoy repetition. Thus, his diet, even though adequate, may be restricted. He feeds himself the things he likes best, though still with considerable spilling. Often he eats best alone, calling his mother when he is “ready” for the next course. One really good meal a day may be all that can be expected of him.

His typical day involves much simple exploration and investigation.

THE TWO-AND-A-HALF-YEAR-OLD

Life can be so smooth and delightful with the Two-year-old that it may be quite a jolt when he turns Two-and-a-half and all too often becomes tense, explosive, and rigid. Two, in many boys and girls, is an age of rather straightforward, sure, uncomplicated functioning. Two-and-a-half can be a time of difficulty in many ways, and especially difficult when violent, demanding, explosive emotions take over, as they so often do.

Most of all, one feels that this is a time of opposite extremes. By his very nature, the child of this age has merely to choose the red one, and he wants the blue; to choose yes, and he definitely wishes no.

At Eighteen months, the typical boy or girl walks down a one-way street, and his direction tends to be the opposite of the way you have directed. Now he has matured to the point where he sets up his own opposites. This is how he finds out about the world—by exploring both of any two opposite extremes in quick succession. Annoying as this kind of behavior may be to the adult, it is a very important part of growing up. Soon will come the time when he can make a choice and stick to it.

A second striking characteristic of the Two-and-a-half-year-old is his demand for sameness. He wants everything to always be the same. It is not just the order in which things are carried out, or the way they are done that must be the same. It is the place they occupy. He wants everything in the household to stay right where he put it or where he thinks it belongs. And, he wants everything to be appropriate—belongings to go with the people they belong to. If a visitor borrows, and wears, his mother’s sweater, for instance, this may be quite upsetting to him. (The child shows a need for sameness, and yet he does like to explore and investigate.)

The child himself fulfills his need for sameness by setting up elaborate, sometimes amusing, sometimes exasperating rituals to keep himself on the right track. The rituals help him avoid the conflict of having to make a choice. He may even have a dressing ritual (which Father had better learn about before he tries to help out in the morning). Putting on shirt before pants when he wants his pants put on before his shirt may be an adequate reason for having a temper tantrum.

Some of his rituals take a very long time, and if not followed correctly may have to be gone through all over again from the beginning. Such rituals can be a tyranny. One little girl insisted on putting fifteen dolls to bed every night. (Half a dozen dolls might have been quite enough for her and could have simplified her ritual.)

His sense of place may extend to an insistence on always taking exactly the same route to nursery school or to some other familiar destination. The world is large and confusing to the child of this age. A consistent route helps orient him and gives him confidence.

Time, too, must be programmed for him to feel comfortable. If Father usually comes home just before supper, and on one particular day comes home early, your Two-and-a-half-year-old will still expect supper to follow immediately after Father’s appearance. His time tends to be event time, not clock time.

In fact, speaking of Father’s appearance, some children at this age are so extremely programmed that if Father comes in a different door from usual, it can be upsetting. As one such child interpreted it: “Daddy come in front door. One daddy. Daddy come in the back door. Two daddies.”

Soon will come the day, probably when your child is nearing Three, that he will be so secure within himself that he will not need the support of an environment that stays always the same. He will be able to permit variety, to accept the new as well as the tried and the true. But now he seems to bolster up his not-very-secure sense of self with a demand for everything to stay just the same.

This is possibly the worst age of any for making choices. Two-and-a-half vacillates back and forth, and if he finally settles for one of two choices, he is almost bound to choose the other immediately. Thus, the simple choice between chocolate or vanilla cookies may ruin an excursion to the store. Possibly it is better that he stay at home so that this kind of problem, so difficult to solve, will not arise.

This is an age when conflict with the parent may be so extreme and frequent that it may be wise for someone other than the parent to take over, at least for part of the time. Some extra money for a baby-sitter could be set aside. But with the cost of baby-sitters an added burden, parents in some communities are now helping each other out for short periods of time, perhaps an hour or two. Some parents of Two-year-olds are even forming small groups, say of four children, who go to each others’ houses twice a week for perhaps two hours, with two mothers in attendance. And fortunate is the child who has a grandmother or aunt living nearby!

Nursery school is also a possibility. Some Two-year-olds may do best if an arrangement is made so that mothers can stay for the entire school period, though most Two-and-a-half-year-olds can manage nursery school by themselves, without Mother in attendance.

The Two-and-a-half-year-old may be, above all else, imperious, bossy, and demanding, to the extent that mothers often nickname their child “King John” or “Queen Marie.” But it helps to remember that the child is bossy not because he is sure, but actually because he is unsure. The world still seems big and dangerous to him. If he can command even a small part of it (his parents), it helps him to feel secure.

This tends to be an age of exaggerated tensional outlets. Thumb sucking increases; stuttering may appear temporarily, especially with the very talkative child. He may scream and produce a temper tantrum on the tiniest provocation. Your once-enchanting Two-year-old has now become a demon or, as noted above, a complete despot. If advanced, he has discovered the pronoun “I”; otherwise he calls himself “me.” Thus, he proclaims, “I need,” “I want,” or, “Me can do it!”

“No” is another much-used word, and its use is increased if you unwittingly ask a question that can be answered in the negative. Safer to make an entirely positive statement to him: “It’s time to ——,” “You need to ——.” This allows less opportunity for royal rebellion than would an unwise question.

Clearly, the child of this age is handicapped by an almost total inability to modulate. He is made up of extremes. As we’ve said before, this is part and parcel of the growth process. So, he is exuberant one minute, shy the next. He says, “Me do it myself,” when he can’t do a thing, and, “You do it,” when he can. He clamors for a special food one minute, rejects it the next. He insists on feeding himself at one meal; then, often when his mother is busiest, demands complete help. He is keen to possess a certain object, snatching it from another child; is indifferent to it when it is once possessed. The grass is always greener, for him, in someone else’s pasture. He acts with sudden speed or dawdles endlessly.

He may disrupt parental harmony by pitting Mother against Father. And he can drive everyone to distraction by his insistence that “Mommy do it” when Daddy is taking over, and then that “Daddy do it” when Mommy takes hold. In fact, his insistent “Mommy do” when Dad is helping out is often a cause for hurt feelings. It shouldn’t be. The person he wants is whatever person is not available at the moment, and if everyone is available, his demand may change to “Me do it myself.” (Though when he is really in trouble, it is nearly always Mommy whom he wants.)

However, we must take care not to malign the Two-and-a-half-year-old. For all his rigidities and complexities, much of the time he can be a delightful companion for his parents and for other grown-ups. Say he doesn’t want to share any of his toys with other children—and much of the time he doesn’t—if you look on his behavior as emerging and not just as selfish or naughty, it can be fun to help him, with your own techniques, to come to the point where he can at least begin to share.

If he demands that his bedtime book be read “again, and again, and again” (to use his own words), it can be fun to help him to the point where you can bargain and can limit.

If he bugs you with an incessant “Why?” every time you give a command, it can be fun to support him toward the points where “Why?” is a request for information and not merely a word of resistance.

Everything is still very new to him, and it is fun to show him new things, tell him new facts, share his unfolding emotions. It is even more fun to watch him as he manipulates his way toward getting the things he wants. Thus, a child of this age, whose television viewing has been restricted, may ask a visiting relative, “Aunt Weese—want to watch television?” If his aunt says “Yes,” he may then go to his parent, in another room, and report, “Aunt Weese wants to watch television.”

He is, in fact, often a good deal more wily than the adult realizes, and with his increasing vocabulary and his vast and enthusiastic interest in everything that happens, he is often putting two and two together to a far greater extent than one’s casual observation may make evident.

And, when things go well, he is, above all, so appreciative and so loving that it can be a treat to spend time in his company.

At any rate, it is no wonder, after all the tension and all the demands that characterize the age period of Two-and-a-half, that a period of exhaustion should follow. As the child moves on toward Three, he may seem to get tired easily. He may complain that he is sleepy and want to be carried. If you go on a walk without his stroller, even though he may reject it imperiously when you start out, you’re likely to end up carrying a drowsy, heavy child who can’t walk any farther.

Whining is one expression of this fatigue. The child not only feels like a baby but wants to act like one, at least part of the time. As one little girl of this age expressed it, “I’m a little baby. I can’t walk. And I drink from my bottle. But I can talk.”

The Two-and-a-half-year-old child not only acts like a baby but he loves to hear about his babyhood. As he moves on toward Three, it sometimes seems as though he cannot hear enough about himself as a baby. He likes to hear about what he wore, how he cried, where he slept, how he was fed. Most of all, he likes to be told, “And you were the best baby there ever was.”

The boy or girl of this age, like his just earlier self, becomes very easily frustrated. Almost any restriction of his bodily movements is hard for him to accept, especially when it keeps him from doing something that he wants to do. His own lack of skill also frustrates him when the things he is making with his hands so often don’t turn out as he expects.

Interruptions to his play—which, of course, come often in daily life—are very real frustrations for him. It may seem to the child that play is constantly interrupted by parental demands that he eat, sleep, go to the bathroom, come into the house. And play with other children inevitably brings its own frustrations, since other children, even like himself, tend to grab, snatch, refuse to share, or to play as he wants them to play.

Yes, life offers many frustrations for the Two-and-a-half-year-old, and, in spite of a mother’s and father’s best efforts, some temper and some tantrums will occur.
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