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


• The major behavior change to expect at Three-and-a-half … it’s inevitable, it’s tough on parents, but you can handle it wisely if you know how. See this page–this page.

• Why, when your child says, “I don’t love you,” you shouldn’t take it to heart. Learn what it means and how to respond. See this page.

• Whining … it’s a hallmark of Three-and-a-half-year-olds, it can drive you crazy, but it can be stopped, gently and effectively. Discover the secret. See this page.

• Power struggles at mealtime … this battle between mother and child can be stopped before it begins. Read about techniques that really work. See this page–this page.

• Thumb-sucking … is this babyish habit becoming an issue? Discover what you can do about it and how you can predict when it will finally end. See this page.

• Supercreative kids … the activities you can initiate to give your child a boost in verbal and cognitive skills and have a great time too! See this page–this page.

 … and more!



YOUR THREE 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
CHARACTERISTICS OF THE AGE

Just as the tides have their rhythms, so does human behavior have its own predictable rhythms. As the child grows older, “good” ages alternate with “bad”; times of equilibrium alternate with times of disequilibrium; and periods when behavior tends to be expansive and outgoing alternate with periods when everything seems to be pulled in.

It should come as no surprise, then, to the mother or father of a rambunctious Two-and-a-half-year-old, that sometime around the age of Three their son or daughter does seem to calm down conspicuously. He says “yes” instead of “no”; “will” instead of “won’t.” He smiles instead of frowns, laughs instead of cries, gives in comfortably to your requests instead of resisting them.

Around thirty-three months of age, many children go through a stage of reliving their babyhood, of thinking about themselves in terms of their own past. The child may pretend that he is a baby, even going back to the use of baby talk, though some are loath to give up their glorious acquisition of speech. So, a child may say, “I’m a little baby. I can’t walk, I have no teeth, I drink from a bottle. But I can talk.”

However, by Three, most have caught up with themselves chronologically and are now in a state of equilibrium and of no longer looking back. In fact, by Three, many children seem to be developing a rather good self-concept, seem to have a solid set of feelings about themselves. There is little question that this sense of self is influenced by the way others treat them.

At thirty months the opposition of “I” and “you” was so strong that there seemed to be a chasm between them, with the opposition of “Me do it myself when he really could not, and “You do it” when he actually could do a thing himself. But at Three years of age the chasm seems to be bridged by that delightfully cooperative word “we.”

In fact, Three is a highly “we” age. The child likes to say “let’s,” as “Let’s go for a walk, shall we?” The sense of togetherness or “we-ness” seems to make him depend on the adult and makes him lean on him or her, though he also enjoys the sense of sharing. The very child who has been so independent earlier may now ask his mother: “Help me,” “Show me.”

But even though the increased maturity of Three allows him sometimes to share or even lean instead of resisting, as earlier, Three is also aware of and proud of his increasing maturity and increasing ability. He frequently asks, after some particular display of prowess, “Could a baby do this?”

Dr. Arnold Gesell has described Three as a “coming of age, a time at which the many strands of previous development converge, and a new self comes into focus.” The conflicting extremes of six months ago give way to a high degree of smoothness, integration, and self-control. Emotions are well in hand.

Three seems, for all his relative immaturity, to be rather highly aware of what other people like and do not like. In fact, many seem quite able to tell whether another person is happy or sad, pleased or angry, by watching that person’s face.

At any rate, the typical Three-year-old wants to please. He wants to do things “right.” “Do it dis way?” he may ask hopefully. He is highly susceptible to praise and favourable comment and also highly responsive to friendly humor.

The increased smoothness seen in the typical child of Three has a strongly motor basis. His body is now delightfully at his command. It does not surprise him with inadequacy as it has done in the past and will do again in another six months or so, when motor insecurity seems to lie at the basis of much of the marked emotional insecurity the Three-and-a-half-year-old exhibits.

Three is sure and nimble on his feet. He walks well, and he runs easily. He can turn sharp corners without elaborate preparation and precaution. His motor sureness is evident even as he walks. He no longer stretches his arms out for balance but instead walks securely and swings his arms with ease.

Three now enjoys other children, but most of all he enjoys his mother. He loves to do things with her—go for a walk, go to the store, “help” with housework, and, above all, play. He is happiest when his mother finds it possible to give up other activities and concentrate on him. Almost anything the two of you do together brings him joy. It is bliss to have Mother read to him, play games with him, talk to him, just be near him.

Emotionally, it is fair to assume, the typical Three-year-old is a rather happy person—calm, collected, secure and capable, friendly and giving. He conforms easily, and thus, liking to please, he pleases.

Not only is he secure physically and happy socially and calm emotionally, but language now means a great deal to him. He loves new words—new words, big words, different words. He loves such words as “surprise,” “new,” “different,” “secret.” Even when a situation may seem to be beginning to deteriorate, it is often quite possible to pull things together by the use of just the right word. And if the word is “surprise,” and if it is accompanied by an actual physical surprise (no more than a cracker or cookie will usually do), the young child’s delight is truly rewarding to the provider of this delicious occasion.

And then, just as you are really beginning to enjoy this tractable little creature, growth forces push your child’s behavior a little farther along in their ever-evolving cycle, and he hits Three-and-a-half, a wild and wonderful age with characteristics all its own. As at other times in life, an age of disequilibrium follows an age of equilibrium.

Three is a conforming age. Three-and-a-half is just the opposite. Refusing to obey is perhaps the key aspect of this turbulent, troubled period in the life of the young child. It sometimes seems to his mother that his main concern is to strengthen his will, and he strengthens this will by going against whatever is demanded of him by that still most important person in his life, his mother.

Many a mother discovers that even the simplest event or occasion can elicit total rebellion. Dressing, eating, going to the bathroom, getting up, going to bed—whatever the routine, it can be the scene and setting for an all-out, no-holds-barred fight. Techniques and tricks formerly useful can no longer be guaranteed to work. The mother’s equally resistant response may be tempered by knowing that soon, when he is Four, her child will have developed a self-concept strong enough so that he can sometimes conform, and also that he will sometimes enjoy going out-of-bounds and saying and doing things he knows full well will not be permitted. But even when out-of-bounds at Four, he will usually be much less difficult to manage than now, at Three-and-a-half.

You may not need much help and advice when your child is Three. When he is Three-and-a-half you may need all the help you can get, and then some! Since forewarned is forearmed, we shall tell you here about some of the things you may expect to experience when your child reaches the admittedly somewhat difficult age of forty-two months.

We may fairly, and in all friendliness, describe the Three-and-a-half-year-old boy or girl as being characteristically inwardized, insecure, anxious, and, above all, determined and self-willed. One might assume that his strong-willed self-assertiveness, which is so conspicuously evident, might be rooted in a strong personal security. Not so! In fact, the very opposite seems to be the case.

The Three-and-a-half-year-old child seems emotionally very insecure from the word go. This insecurity is even shown in physical ways. He stutters. He stumbles. He trembles. A child who six months earlier may have walked a proud one-foot-to-a-step up the stairs may now go back to a more babyish two-feet-to-a-step. Quite steady at Three, he may now express fear of falling. Steady-handed at Three as he built a sturdy tower of blocks, his hands may now tremble as he adds blocks to his tower. Handedness may even shift at this age, and it may seem as if the child actually does not know which hand to use.

Stuttering, which in many comes in at this age (though a very early talker may already have stuttered as early as Two-and-a-half, that earlier age of disequilibrium), causes many parents undue anxiety. We ourselves tend to label stuttering at this age as mere “preschool non-fluency” and unless it prolongs itself for several months, let it go at that.

Actually, tensional outlets of all sorts are conspicuous at this age. The child may suck his thumb, bite his nails, pick his nose, rub his genitals, chew on his clothes. And he may well hang onto his security blanket as onto life itself.

Vision, too, may pose special problems. Not only does the child fear heights, but he often complains that he cannot see when he is being read to in a group. He wants to be right on top of the book and often holds his picture book very close if he is looking at it by himself. He does best being read to alone, preferably sitting on the reader’s lap so that he can adjust the book and see it at his preferred visual distance.

Emotional insecurity as well as physical insecurity is commonly expressed at this often difficult age. Sometimes it almost seems that nothing pleases. Three-and-a-half attempts to control his environment in ways that will, perhaps, make him feel more secure, more sure of himself. “Don’t look,” “Don’t laugh,” “Don’t talk,” he commands those around him. But, in his immaturity, he is often inconsistent. “Don’t look,” he may order at one minute, and at the next may become very angry if not given full attention. He may then insist that all attention be focused on himself and may feel left out if it is not. He may refuse to let Father read his paper, or Mother chat on the phone, or any two adults talk to each other.

He is developing a deepening sense of himself in relation to, but also as apart from, others and thus is not as interested in the concept of “we” as he was just earlier. This may be at least in part what leads to those bossy demands of “Don’t laugh” or “Don’t look.” He seems to feel invaded even by other people’s glances.

In fact, the child of this age makes his parents walk a real tightrope. This is done to the extent that some mothers, even those quite skilled at parenting, find their greatest success by turning their child over to a baby-sitter. It can be rather frustrating to an experienced and normally effective mother to see a young baby-sitter or day care worker doing better with her child than she. But the fact seems to be that Three-and-a-half is amazingly sensitive to the reactions of others. He knows that the sitter really doesn’t care whether he eats or goes hungry, gets his rest or becomes exhausted. With exquisite sensitiveness he deals out the grief to the person who does care, his mother. No mother of a child of this age should hesitate to place the burden of daily routines on the shoulders of a sitter, who, for the time being, may be the best person for the task. Nor should the mother who needs to put her child in day care feel burdened with guilt.

Inconsistency is also expressed in the emotional extremes of this interesting age. The child may seem to be extremely shy at one minute and overbold the next. Inconsistent, and determined to control the adult, he can make things difficult since he must—but definitely must—have his own way about almost everything. And he is surprisingly firm in enforcing his own demands. If, while out for a walk, he decides that he will not go any farther, he will stand stock-still. If you walk away, assuming that your departure will motivate him to follow, you can continue on until he is but a speck in the distance. He will not budge.

Or, he will set up a “nothing-pleases-me” situation in which, as when taken shopping, he does not want to go into the store, but at the same time refuses to stay in the car, and will howl bloody murder whichever alternative you choose. (This behavior should give the parent the clue that shopping should be avoided at the time of day when the child must be taken along. Hopefully, if no sitter is available, mothers might take turns with other mothers in the neighborhood in taking care of those children who do not do well in stores.)

Yet, for all of this, the child’s frequent “me too” suggests that he thinks he is, or at least wants to be, as big and capable as anybody else, and wants to do what others are doing.

Routines seem to give him the most trouble. Mealtime and dressing may be two of the most difficult routines. Each bite, each garment, may provoke a full-fledged battle. During the smoother parts of the day—between routines—he may be loving and amusing, his most delightful self. Warm, friendly, appealing, affectionate and confiding, creative and delightful he can be at such times.

It may be hard for you to imagine that, only minutes before, you and he may have been locked in mortal combat about whether he would or would not eat his lunch. If he wants to, this child can be a real joy and delight—at least for brief periods. He can show imagination, inventiveness, and a real capacity for play. He can be aware of the other person’s feelings and can be extremely endearing as he expresses his own affections.

But emotionally, if one is to judge by the child’s behavior, Three-and-a-half can be a time of great stress and strain. Insecure within himself, yet determined to dominate, the child of this age has great difficulty in managing his turbulent emotions. Life is a struggle, and emotions, much of the time, seem to give little pleasure. Happily, six months more time may see your child at a point where his emotions, though strong and even violent, can be a source of emotional pleasure and satisfaction for him.

Friends are extremely important even at this early age. In fact, it may be the child’s enthusiasm about his friends that represents one of the most delightful aspects of his behavior.

This is the age above all others when many children enjoy the company of one or more imaginary companions. These may be imaginary people or imaginary animals. One boy we knew had a whole family of imaginary bears. These bears took up so much room in the house, or in the family car, that there was hardly space for the rest of the (real) family.

Some children, instead of enjoying an imaginary companion, pretend that they are someone other than themselves. They may play the role of a cat, or a dog, or a pony. Also, some companions are weak and easily bossed around by the child. Others are bossy and extremely demanding.

If the Three-year-old can sometimes be thought of as a watcher and a waiter, the Three-and-a-half-year-old, for all his anxiety and difficulty, is much more an actor and a doer. There is a suddenness and vigor about his behavior that is rather striking, though not always comfortable. He may suddenly wet his pants, surprising even himself; or he may suddenly burst out crying when things do not go his way.

Many of the behaviors that characteristically occur at Three-and-a-half are admittedly somewhat worrisome to, and difficult for, the parent. One aspect of the age that is more welcome is the marked developmental spurt that occurs now. Some children who have been developing slowly, or somewhat atypically, do at this age show a marked spurt that, happily, brings their behavior pretty much up to that which is customarily expected at this age. This can be especially true of late-talking boys, many of whom, rather suddenly around the age of Three-and-a-half, start speaking fluently and effectively.

In fact, for any child, the increasingly effective verbal ability that expresses itself around this time can be one of the more satisfactory aspects of behavior. Not only does vocabulary continue to increase, but the child now uses his language as an interesting means of real communication, in contrast to the Two-and-a-half-year-old’s more limited “Me-do-it-myself” kind of conversation. And, an increased interest in books and storytelling provides much happy time for both parent and child.

The child’s plan to marry the parent of the opposite sex is one of his amusing verbalizations. One little boy, who was planning to marry his mother, was asked by her, “What shall we do after we’re married?” “We’ll sit on a sofa and talk very softly, and sometimes we won’t talk at all,” was his touching reply.

WARNING!

While you and your child are enjoying the brief honeymoon that Three years of age often brings, you will scarcely need any warnings. When he or she reaches the more difficult time of Three-and-a-half, we would like to give two suggestions.

The first is that, as we have tried to emphasize, even though he may be difficult at times, your child is not your enemy. It is not you against him. He fights you, when he does, because that is the way his mind and body work at this age. You will need to require many things of him just to get him through a normal day. He does need to get up and go to bed; to be dressed and undressed; to go to the bathroom and be fed. Day care when necessary can reduce the time you will need to spend together.

Your boy or girl will need to comply with your wishes to a certain extent. Do not unnecessarily multiply the occasions when your will must prevail. Stay out of conflict when you can. Even let him win at times.

Our second suggestion, as at all ages, is that you remember that every child is an individual. Not all children behave alike. Nor do they all reach the customary stages of development at the same time. Your own particular boy or girl may reach the behavior stages we describe as being characteristic of Three and of Three-and-a-half either early or late. Or, indeed, he or she may live through these ages in ways quite other than those we describe.

You might conceivably have a child who is comfortable within himself and easy to be with at all ages, including the usually difficult age of Three-and-a-half. So, don’t worry if your own child does not express the dangers and difficulties we have described. But if he does, you may take comfort in the fact that often the most highly endowed children do express the extremes of both the easy and the difficult ages.

The descriptions we give in this book merely portray the way that children of these ages often behave. We hope they will be of help to you. But if your child behaves otherwise, don’t worry. Not every child goes through all the standard stages, and even those who do, have their own individual timetables. They may quite benignly be ahead of, or behind, or different from, the so-called average.
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