
Children need people. A
large part of their development
involves being part of a world
full of people. They  need to see,
listen to, and feel people as a
natural part of the world around
them.

The feeling that she is an
important person, the feeling
that someone cares about what
happens to her—these are the
feelings which give a child a
strong self-image and a solid
base for emotional development.

Parents and other special
people—like grandparents, rela-
tives, neighbors, friends, and
caregivers—provide an atmo-
sphere in which the young child
learns she is important.

These special people notice
the child, talk to her, laugh with
her when she is happy and
show their concern when she
falls and hurts herself.

They say “hello” to her in a
special way because she “be-
longs” to them and they “be-
long” to her.

In their interactions, they
send a message to the child:
“You matter. We care. You be-
long.” Long before she can un-

derstand specific words, the
child gets this message.

But what can you do if there
are no special people around?

One solution is to try for
regular visits to your child’s spe-
cial people so that your child
has a number of contacts with
them. Such visits are extremely
important and well worth the
time and effort they require.

Another practical solution is
to find substitute “special
people” among your own circle
of friends.

If you have several couples
that are very special friends,
you might ask some of them to
play the role of aunts and uncles.
Each time they are in your home,
they would be especially aware
of ways they could pay special
attention to your child.

You might also have a rela-
tionship with one or two older
couples that could serve as sub-
stitute grandparents. You may
be pleasantly surprised at how
delighted such older people
would be to play the role.

And don’t forget: You are a
special person in the lives of
other children, too! �
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Social Skills

Special people in a child’s life

Parenting

School readiness
Here are some suggestions that

will lead to good experiences for
children before they attend school.

1. Be consistent in your en-
forcement of rules, but be certain
that your rules can be defined, that
they are reasonable and enforce-
able. Rules in the home help chil-
dren feel more secure and com-
fortable when they meet rules in
the school and community.

2. Permit children to be wrong,
make mistakes and even fail some-
times. Children learn by doing,
rather than by absorbing the expe-
riences of others. Making mistakes
is one basis for future indepen-
dence, self-direction and intelli-
gent decision-making.

3. Keep promises. Children
develop cause-and-effect relation-
ships when they know that they
can anticipate the consequences.

4. Resist the temptation to over-
organize or over-structure
children’s free time with lessons,
sports or other activities. Children
need time to “kick cans,” be lei-
surely and work through problems
with play. �



As far as the teacher replacing
the mother in the child’s affec-
tion, that just is not so. Research
shows that, fond as children may
become of the other adults who
care for them (and however often
older preschoolers quote teach-
ers as the experts), parents re-
main first in children’s strong at-
tachments.

Instead I suggested that part
of the answer was that the caring
bond between mother and child
was a likely cause of the toddler’s
crying when reunited with her
mother.

Being involved in group ac-
tivities, no matter how fun and
appropriate, is tiring and some-
times stressful for little ones. The
child may have been working on
new skills and learning.

All day long, she had a good
time, mostly.  It is the reappear-
ance of the loved face, the source
of security, that allows the child to
meltdown, to literally let go of
anything she may have been con-
trolling.

There is something else to
consider as well. Tired parents
are apt to be in a bit of a rush,
eager to get the work part of the
day over, and to get home for the
family’s evening.

Weary toddlers don’t put on
the brakes well, and when faced
with an abrupt transition out of
the classroom into the car for the
trip home, they can fall apart.

 Even if they were able to
understand how they feel, they

just can’t articulate: “Hey, slow
down here. I’m glad to see you,
but don’t rush me so.”

I suggested to the mom that
she begin going into the class-
room in a relaxed manner, mak-
ing it clear to her daughter that
she was not going to be removed
abruptly.

If toddler control were indeed
entering into the picture, this
would give the toddler a chance
to choose what to do with Mom
(within limits: “We can read one
book before we go. Which would
you like?”).

Sitting down to read a story or
do a puzzle allows parent and
child to reconnect in an enjoyable
way, and eliminates the source of
upset for everyone, including the
harried teacher who had other
responsibilities besides this upset
child. This is time well spent.

Sure enough, taking a few
extra minutes to relax together
proved to prevent the meltdowns,
and began enjoyable evenings for
mother and child.

Listening and looking for clues
to children’s behavior, instead of
trying to meet it head-on, is im-
portant for problem solving.�

Grandma Says

Meltdown!
Recently a working mother

came to me, concerned about
troubling behaviors in her tod-
dler. The child spent her days at a
childcare center while her par-
ents worked. At the end of the
day, when her mom came to get
her, she would begin to cry in
what her mother described as a
“complete meltdown.”

No matter what the adults said
or did, the child would continue
to cry and protest as her mother
tried to gather her things and take
her out to the car.

For the tired mother, this was
hard to bear, even though the
well-meaning teacher assured her
that she didn’t cry all day, but only
when Mom appeared.

Concerned about this behav-
ior, Mom wondered if something
was wrong. “Do you think she
likes the teacher more than me?
Maybe I shouldn’t have her in
childcare, though I have to work.
Maybe there’s something wrong
with that program, though it seems
like a good program. Or do you
think she’s just being stubborn?”

Obviously questions about the
quality of care have to be ex-
plored by every parent. In this
case my knowledge of the class-
room made me fairly certain that
a day spent in an unhappy envi-
ronment was not the cause of the
child’s breakdown.

Moreover, working parents
have already made their deci-
sions about work and childcare,
and ought not to agonize over the
“maybes.”
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When is it time to move a
child out of a crib and into a
bigger bed?

Many children are ready to
move from their cribs into a
“grown-up” bed between the ages
of 20 months to three years. Usu-
ally the time is determined by the
child’s ability to climb out of her
crib.

This move can be a big adjust-
ment, especially if a second child
will be occupying the crib.

One way to make it easier is to
celebrate the move, observing
the event as a reward or rite of
becoming a “big girl” or “big
boy.” If there is another child on
the way, it is good to make the
move at least two months before
the baby is due.

The first step of the moving
process is to place the child’s
mattress on the floor against a
wall. The wall will help the child
feel more secure and will give her
a new freedom of being able to
get out of bed without help.

After the child is familiar with
sleeping in her own bed, it will be
time to move to a standard bed
with box springs and a frame.

For safety as well as security
reasons, it is a good idea to install
detachable guardrails. The rails
will comfort the child because
they resemble the bars of the crib,
and will also discourage the child
from climbing or falling out of
bed.

It is best to purchase a new
mattress. After eight to 10 years of
use, hand-me-down bedding can-
not provide comfort and support

Discipline

Discipline is
teaching

Discipline is our way of teach-
ing children about safety and so-
cietal norms. Whatever type of
discipline parents choose, the key
is that some form of it is essential.

When you are faced with a
two-year-old who is throwing a
temper tantrum, or who is being
unkind to a playmate:

1. Be specific. Instead of vague
instructions like, “Cut it out,” use
specific ones like: “Don’t take
Jeremy’s toys. It’s not nice.”

a growing child needs.

The mattress should feel firm,
but this does not necessarily
mean it should be hard. Shop for
one that feels comfortable to the
child.

A good way to do this is to
select two or three styles that
you like and let your child choose
between them. If the child feels
that she has been a part of the
decision-making process, she will
be more apt to make the adjust-
ment easily.

Parents may also want to
consider a double bed for their
child instead of the smaller twin.
Children are impressed by the
“big” bed and many times are
excited about having a bed like
their parents.

A double bed will also per-
mit a child more freedom of
movement and can be more com-
fortable for parents during bed-
time reading.

Another advantage of having
a double bed is that it provides a
place for overnight guests. �

Developmental

Moving to a bigger bed

2. Use body language. Move next
to your child, put a hand on her
shoulder, make eye contact.

3. Toddlers like to say the word
“no.” So, avoid the word as
much as you can when dealing
with the child. Instead save “no”
for times when you describe un-
acceptable behavior.

4. With older children, set
guidelines in advance. If your
child knows the consequences of
his misbehavior, he will think
twice about acting up.

5. Be consistent, even when it’s
hard to follow through. Chil-
dren need to know their parents’
word is good—for punishments
and for rewards. �
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