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Praise for ToddlerCalm™:

‘ToddlerCalm™ is a must-read for all parents and professionals working with toddlers. The book is packed with tips, ideas and positive stories from other parents. It reached deep into the heart and soul of understanding what makes little people tick. This book is essential reading for any parent feeling ‘out on a limb’’

Marneta Viegas, founder of Relax Kids

‘A kind, well-written description of what it means to be a toddler and how parents can guide and support toddlers as they begin that long journey to being a strong, healthy child and then adult. With the tools and stories presented here, parents will be able to see their toddlers in a new light and understand the importance of their role in helping them to learn and grow’

Wendy Middlemiss, Associate Professor of Educational Psychology, University of North Texas

‘ToddlerCalm™ is a fantastic blend of science and compassion which enables you to parent from your heart and gives an insight into the frustrations our little people feel whilst giving us some fabulous tools to help them through their struggles’

Caroline Osborne, participant in a ToddlerCalm™ parenting class

‘ToddlerCalm™ gave me confidence to trust my instincts and calmly work through my toddler’s big emotions with her – instead of throwing tantrums myself!’

Adele Jarrett-Kerr, participant in a ToddlerCalm™ parenting class
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For Sebastian, Flynn, Rafferty and Violet I love you most.

About the author

Sarah Ockwell-Smith is a well-known UK-based parenting expert. She is famed for her gentle, science-rich, yet easy-to-read books and blog, which are read and recommended by thousands of parents and professionals worldwide.

Born in Bedfordshire, England in 1976, Sarah Ockwell-Smith is the mother of four school-aged children, three boys and one girl. Sarah lives with her husband, children, three cats and numerous chickens in a 400-year-old cottage in rural Essex.

Sarah initially studied psychology at university, after which she embarked on a five-year career in pharmaceutical research and development until she became pregnant with her first child in 2001. After the birth of her firstborn Sarah retrained as a homeopath, HypnoBirthing teacher and doula providing for a rather eclectic mix of scientific and holistic viewpoints. Since then Sarah has worked with over a thousand parents, helping them to prepare for and settle into life as a new family through her antenatal classes, birth and postnatal doula support, homeopathic consultations and workshops and BabyCalm™ groups. BabyCalm™ started life in Sarah’s living room in 2007 as a response to requests from the parents she had worked with for more support after the birth of their babies and, due to huge public demand, five years later in 2012 Sarah launched ToddlerCalm™, focusing on life with children aged one to four.

Sarah is concerned by the numbers of popular ‘parenting experts’ giving strong opinions with little or no scientific evidence (or even parenting experience of their own!) to back up their claims. When writing her books Sarah wanted to help parents not only to calm and understand their children, but also to help them to trust their instincts and make their own parenting decisions, confidently, without relying on somebody else’s routines or manuals. Sarah herself is uncomfortable with being referred to as a ‘parenting expert’ for she feels the only people qualified enough to bear this title are the parents themselves. Indeed, her biggest fear is people recognising her when she is out in public with her unruly brood!
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Foreword

On average, an eighteen-month old will try and take a toy from another eight times an hour. At two and a half, they are still doing that four times an hour.

In this book, Sarah Ockwell-Smith provides the best account I have read of why they do this and the different ways to respond. Parents of all kinds would do well to ‘read, learn and inwardly digest’, as my teachers used to say to me.

Toddlers have not yet developed a ‘pause’ button for regulating their emotions and actions. Still lacking sophisticated language, they naturally will use action to assert themselves. Whilst sometimes they can use words to express their wishes, when frustrated, they have yet to develop the parts of the brain which enable them to delay gratification, to put off getting what they want, which at their age, they feel should happen by magic. It is out of their relationship with carers, especially mothers, that the pause button part of the brain evolves.

For nearly two decades parents have been inundated with books and television programmes advocating strict imposition of rules for under threes. In many cases, this simply does not work.

Worse still, in some cases, it does!

The result is a seemingly obedient, even friendly child but not very deep beneath the surface is a surly, growling, miserable beast. Either he becomes a sneaky and unpleasant child, as soon as the adults’ backs are turned, a troublemaker for peers or a secret rule-breaker, who becomes the aggressive or hyperactive one in the primary school class. Or else, he becomes a withdrawn, passive creature, scared of life, who becomes the depressed, sad primary school child. If you want either of those, fine, implement a regime of naughty steps and early potty training. But if you want a cheerful, playful, happy child, read this book for the alternative.

What toddlers need is to be allowed to live in la-la land, to live in a world of playful wonder, ideally accompanied by a sympathetic and responsive adult. Like Peter Pan, all they want to do is play. If they are not allowed to do that, they become the Pan of fiction, a boy who cannot grow up.

Of course, along the way, from time to time, they also need to be made aware of external realities. The older they get, the greater the necessity to make them aware that biting other children causes pain and that slinging food on the floor does not make mummy happy. But bringing them into land in the adult world needs to be done gradually and with understanding of their limitations. Failure to do so makes it far more likely they will crash and burn, in the long term. Paradoxically, independence only is possible if dependence and self-preoccupation have been permitted.

This book is not an instruction manual. There are no strict rules for helping your toddler gradually get his head around the hard fact that the world often does not magically accord with his wishes, any more than being ‘strict’ with the child will result in a creative and self-motivated adult. There has been far too much strictness on the part of experts towards parents, just as there has been too much strict care of toddlers.

I welcome this book as a sensitive antidote to the alternatives. It is not advocating permissive or authoritarian care, it is a paean to the glorious fun and joy which can result from understanding your toddler, seeing it from their point of view, and then gently nudging them towards maturity.

Dr Oliver James
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Introduction

Terrible twos, threenagers, tantrums, biting, hitting, whining, picky eating, toilet training troubles, sleep problems, the list goes on. There’s no doubt about it: parenting a toddler is hard. Really hard. To add to this it is often the time that many decide to add a new baby to their family, which brings a whole new set of different demands and often doubles the exhaustion that parents face.

You’ve survived the first year of parenthood. The sleepless nights and cluster feeding demands of a newborn, then the broken nights and soothing the cries of a teething baby in pain. You’ve tackled weaning, baby proofed your home when your little one became mobile and some of you have successfully negotiated your return to work. Only now, just as your confidence had reached a new parental high and you had some idea of what you were doing, you’ve reached the scary domain of toddlerdom and in many ways feel like you’re right back at the beginning again. Gone is your warm, snuggly, immobile baby bundle and in its place is a wilful ball of curious energy, fighting for control and independence and leaving a trail of devastation behind them. A toddler who causes you much joy on the good days, but also heartache, frustration and embarrassment, particularly when they tantrum in public, on a shopping trip, at a family party, in front of your friend and her perfect, nontantruming child and worst of all in the presence of your mother-in-law, whose own children ‘never acted like that’.

I would be the first person to admit how hard I found the toddler years with my own four children. I think many people expect parenting authors to have had perfect children and know all of the answers. I didn’t. I frequently felt like tearing my hair out and screaming at the top of my lungs. In fact one day, one really bad day, when my firstborn was around eighteen months old, I remember having a conversation with a friend and wistfully thinking that perhaps it might be nice to commit a petty crime and be sent to prison for a little while, in order to have a short spell away from my toddler, nobody screaming ‘mummeeee’ constantly, a trip to the toilet in peace, a bed to myself, space to think and blissful quiet. I don’t want that to sound like I am advocating crime; of course I don’t, I’m merely highlighting quite how exhausted and desperate I felt with the overwhelming demands of parenting a toddler. I don’t think there is a parent out there who hasn’t despaired of their toddler at times and reached the end of their tether, or a parent who hasn’t wanted not to be near their own child or hasn’t reminisced about the quiet and calm days, when they were fully in control, pre-children. Even the perfect parents, they have bad days too, I promise you, and they’re not really perfect.

I searched high and low to find ‘the answer’. I read books with enticing titles which promised to solve all of my problems, only they didn’t; they just made me feel even more confused and inadequate as a parent. I bought reward charts, hundreds of stickers, an alarm clock with a bunny rabbit face, which was meant to solve our sleeping dilemmas, five different potties and goodness knows how many sweets to use as rewards. I sought help from medical sources, from friends and from magazines and I religiously watched any toddler behaviour related programmes on television, each one of them advising something different and many driving me to tears for the way the toddlers were being treated. After a shaky start I had eventually found the baby years quite instinctive, but my instinct had left the building by the time I had a two-year-old.

I’ll openly admit I made mistakes with my first child, and in fact with all of my children, as we all do. I did things with them and to them that make me cringe now I know better. I am only too grateful that they have turned out as fantastically as they have despite their mother inflicting all sorts of psychological trauma on them. The thing is we all make mistakes, no parent is perfect, parenting is a journey and we all have to start somewhere. That’s where ToddlerCalm™ comes in. After the launch of BabyCalm™ workshops and classes I was inundated with requests from parents to create a course to help them with their toddlers, so ToddlerCalm™ was born entirely out of public demand and now we have teachers all over the world running courses and workshops that help parents to understand their toddlers and formulate a plan of action to cope with all sorts of frustrating behaviour from sleepless nights to picky eating, tantrums to biting. Naturally the calls for a ToddlerCalm™ book came very shortly after the launch of the classes and that is where this book comes in. I hope to share some of the things I have learnt with you on my own journey and a little of what we cover in our workshops, including my unique CRUCIAL toddler parenting strategy. CRUCIAL (Control, Rhythm, Understanding, Communication, Individual, Avoiding, Love) is an acronym I developed not only to help parents understand their toddler’s needs and behaviour, but also to act as an empowering framework to help them to solve their own parenting dilemmas in their own way.

I strongly believe there is no one ‘right way’ to raise a toddler, in fact quite the reverse; parenting should be individual for each and every family. How one parent tackles a problem with their child will be, and should be, very different to how another might. We are all individuals and it concerns me that most parenting experts ignore this fact when they tell families what to do to tame their little horrors (their words, not mine). This is something I will strongly keep in mind throughout this book: the point of individuality and personal choice, hopefully helping you to make a plan of the best way forward for you and your individual child.

Have you ever noticed how many follow-up books most parenting authors write? You know the famous ones you see on television, the books that are in every shop on the high street. Why do you think this is? Surely if what they were saying was really helping parents there would be no need for the follow-up books? The problem here is by pitching themselves as ‘the experts’ with all of ‘the answers’ the parents are left feeling that they couldn’t possibly be an expert in their own children. They remain forever in need of the next book and the next so that they can read the right way to handle new situations and developmental periods they are facing.

I do not want to be like all of the other parenting experts: I have accepted now that people will call me a ‘parenting expert’ although it is a term I will never be comfortable with. My aim for this book is to produce something that will empower you, a book that will contain everything you need in order to be a confident parent who can tackle any situation your toddler might throw at you (sometimes literally). I don’t want to write a toddler sleep book, a toddler eating book, a toddler behaviour book, a toddler potty training book, a toddler and new sibling book, a toddler twins book and so on, although I admit the thought of stacking up the royalties is quite appealing. You see, if I did write an entire toddler related series I really wouldn’t be empowering you. Quite simply I hope that this book will be the only one that you need to read, giving you all the tools to parent confidently throughout the first five years of your child’s life and sometimes beyond. You already know more about your own toddler than I ever will; you are already an expert on your own toddler. I’m just here to fill in the gaps, as you might say. This beautiful quote by playwright George Bernard Shaw sums up my feelings about my role: ‘I’m not a teacher: only a fellow-traveller of whom you asked the way. I pointed ahead – ahead of myself as well as you.’

Throughout the rest of this book I will help you to understand your toddler’s behaviour. To start with we will take a whistle-stop tour of paediatric neuropsychology, in order to help you understand the way your toddler’s brain works (it’s quite different to yours). We will look at the work of some of the child psychology greats, past and present. We’ll look at the biology of taste and sleep and consider what might really be normal for a toddler. We’ll look at the most common forms of toddler behavioural control methods in use today, specifically naughty steps/corners, time out, reward charts and praise, and consider whether they are as great and useful as they first seem, and we’ll consider some alternatives. We’ll also discover quite how much you matter and how important it is for you to take care of yourself and sometimes put your own needs first and why your own moods affect your child’s. Then we’ll consider some specific situations commonly faced by parents of toddlers and apply our new knowledge and understanding to them. Hopefully by the end of the book you will have formed an action plan for your own parenting concerns. Throughout I hope to illustrate my points with plenty of real life examples and stories from myself and other parents, all of whom have faced struggles with their own toddlers, perhaps some similar to you.

With this new understanding hopefully I can help you to appreciate quite how wonderful and amazing your toddler really is. Parenting a toddler can be, and is, hard, but it can also be one of the most fun and rewarding experiences you will ever have. That really is what this book is all about, helping you to enjoy nearly every moment with your toddler, because soon, very soon, your little toddler will be a big strapping child, no longer able to curl up on your lap, sit on your shoulders or fit in your arms when you tenderly carry them sleeping from the car. These years are magical, but they go so very quickly and all too often are lost in the trauma of public tantrums, the stress of night waking and the tears of wondering what you did wrong to create such a monster. My aim is to help you enjoy these precious years while they last and to help you build the foundations for a loving, empathic relationship with your toddler that will provide the ground works for the years to come. Yes, toddlers are hard work but they are also funny, inquisitive, entertaining, loving and great companions. We just need to be in a position to see that and hopefully with a little bit of my help you’ll get there very soon!
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