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Erin: Hello and welcome to the Your Village podcast, Parenting Beyond Discipline, the 
place to learn about ALL things parenting and get your questions answered. I’m your 
host, Erin Royer. 

Today I have another bedtime question. But before I get to that, I realized that when I 
answer questions I think I get so mired down on the details of the particular incident 
that I haven’t done as good of a job of giving the overall picture of the basics of 
toddler behavior and development as I could. I’m sure I’ve covered some of it in 
episodes past. But everyone doesn’t have the time to go back and listen through 
EVERYTHING to find that exact information that would be most helpful to them. So 
today I’m going to spend a little time talking about some basics of the toddler 
behavior. Because the questions I get a lot of are around bedtimes and aggression and 
power struggle types of behavior with toddlers/preschoolers and so I think sharing the 
bigger picture about what’s going on during this time will be very helpful and give a 
foundations for a lot of parents struggling through these common issues! 

First, your toddler and preschooler are not playing with a full deck of cards! We adults 
tend to really struggle with this concept. I know I do. In all my worldly wisdom and my 
brain that works extremely well, I still can get impatient with my kids when they don’t 
act as mature as I would like! So think about how you are playing the game of life with 
a person who literally has 1/2 the cards you do (if not less) these cards are things like 
full language skills, full development and command of their logical brain which counter-
acts emotional response, physical ability and development, and more. As they age they 
get a few more cards every few months but they won’t have their full deck until about 
25. So if we can understand that, we can have more empathy for their situation when 
they fall apart because they didn’t want the toast cut in half! 

I’m going to talk a bit about development and then I’ll talk about behavior 
expectations then I’ll get to the question about bedtimes. 

Toddler development, their are two big pushes for independence in life, the first is 
toddlerhood and the second is adolescence. So think of of toddlerhood as the dress 
rehearsal for adolescence! Except once they are adolescent they are big and so we 
need to get our parenting skills down well NOW because once they are big, we must 



have that strong trust, connection, and mutual respect in order to do a good job 
parenting a teen.  

So first keep in mind for this push for independence which means they want control 
over their world as much as possible. But then couple that with their lack of resources 
when it comes to emotional control and limited physical and language skills and you’ve 
got a recipe for days full of  opportunities for frustration! That is why you see so many 
tantrums in these ages 1 1/2 up though the third year. They want to button their own 
pants but don’t have the dexterity then they want to eat their cracker but it breaks in 
half, they have limited emotional regulation due to their limited development of their 
logical brain and also limited language development with which to share upsets and 
frustrations. This is why I say they aren’t playing with a full deck! A lot of stuff is missing 
that is helpful and needed in order to be able to understand so many things that make 
dealing with what seems so little to us adults but are big things to little kids in their 
limited world. So what can you do? First thing is just understanding this can help build 
empathy and patience towards their struggle. Secondly, helping them build these 
emotion skills and thirdly is giving them LOTS of opportunities for control in their lives 
where you can. When you do this it makes it much more likely they will just go with the 
flow when they don’t have a choice. So choices are great for kids up through 10 and do 
change as they age. But for little one ages 2 and 3 offer lots of choices anytime you 
can. You want to offer one choice per year of age so for 2, 2 choices for 3 offer up to 3 
choices, you can offer 2. But Anything more than 3 and it gets too overwhelming. Do 
you want toast or cereal for breakfast? Do you want strawberries or apples for snack? 
Do you want the sandal or sneakers, do you want to get dressed in the bathroom or 
room? Upstairs or downstairs? This park or that park? When toddlers get a choice they 
tend to feel empowered and are more likely to go along. If it’s “get your shoes on” 
Then that sense of independence can kick in and the automatic answer is “NO!” If you 
say do you want to put your shoes on sitting on the floor, on the coach or at the kitchen 
table? Then you are already drawing on their sense of independence by giving several 
choices which is much more appealing! 

For more information on choices by age up through 10, you can see the choices class 
or the discipline tools for toddlers, preschools or elementary age kids classes on the 
website at YourVillageOnline.com.   

I also get a lot of questions about aggression in toddlers and preschoolers which is also 
a common behavior due to all the reasons I shared, lack of language skill, emotional 
skills, and logical brain development so when frustration hits it’s common for kids 4 and 
under to act out physically. Just because it is expected and age-appropriate doesn’t 
mean we accept it. WE help them work on finding better ways. So teaching these 
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emotion skills I talked about is really important. Because emotion skills are the 
foundation for social skills. When kids struggle socially (meaning their behavior is likely 
to cause an issue with others around them, hitting, biting, kicking, yelling, etc) It means 
the emotion skills need work. Emotion skills are recognizing ones own emotions, as 
well as, a little more advance but the emotions of others, being able to label those 
emotions, the social piece is the behavior that follows due to the emotion, good social 
skills are sharing frustrations through communication, knowing when and how to calm 
down first before engaging in a verbal exchange. This takes some practice. But we start 
with the emotion skills and teaching toddlers and preschoolers to recognize their 
emotions and label them properly, angry, frustrated, surprised, hurt, sad, happy, etc. 
Once they can do this then they can learn to put space between their emotion and 
their reaction and respond in more appropriate ways to anger, frustration, hurts and 
upsets. The class on tantrums goes into details on not just what happening in the brain 
during a tantrum and how to help your toddler develop their logical brain but also how 
to work with them to build the foundation, the emotion skills to be ready to move onto 
the next piece of positive social skills. 

So I hope covering this basics of toddler development and just how much change and 
development is going on in the brain helps build a better understanding about why 
they can be so irrational at times! I’m sure a lot of you have seen that series on social 
media, reasons my toddler is crying or something like that? It’s things like, “I wouldn’t 
let eat the dog food.” It’s pretty funny! 

So now onto our bedtime question from Trycia, who wrote “We got into a bad habit of 
holding my son's hand at nap time and bed time. We stay there until he is asleep. This 
is getting time consuming as it can take around 20-30 minutes for him to actually be 
fully asleep. Do you have any suggestions? I know if we try to suggest options like 
sitting with no hand holding next to crib he will whine and cry, and it is hard to hear 
that when we just want him to sleep! Let me know what you think! I have a feeling there 
is no easy solution to this…argh!" 

For Trycia, I shared the following information, she is a member so I answered her 
question right away. 
I shared that she is right about there being no quick fix for this. but as far as bedtime 
issues go, this is one of the easier ones given a little time and patience and there are a 
couple of options. In the classes on toddler sleep and infant sleep I cover the topic on 
sleep associations. A sleep association is just that, what we associate with falling 
asleep. So if a baby falls asleep breastfeeding, a baby start to associate this with falling 
asleep and will soon need it in order to be able fall asleep. Other parents get in habits 
of staying in the room and snuggling, so if an infant or child associates something with 



the parent for falling asleep they will need that parent there to fall asleep and in many 
cases will need that parent to help them fall back to sleep in the middle of the night, 
not always but very often. In the case of Trycia’s son the hand holding is his sleep 
association. So to change this over she has a couple options, one is a slow transition 
away from the hand holding.  

This is where she would hold his hand until he’s almost asleep and slip your hand out. If 
he starts to fuss give it back and slip away again, right before he falls asleep. This may 
take some trial and error to find that sweet spot but you can slowly move away from his 
dependence on the hand to falling asleep fully on his own over time. ( a solid month of 
effort should be more than enough. It could be as quick as two weeks but it depends 
how dependent on it he has become) So then once he’s used to you pulling away as 
he’s falling asleep, you could hold his hand until he gets sleepy. Then holding his hand 
for a few minutes and then soon it’s a regular bedtime tuck-in. Other options are, once 
he’s ok with just holding your hand as he gets sleepy then moving to other touch like 
back rubbing until sleepy, putting your hand on his back until sleepy, touching every 
few minutes until sleepy and backing out that way. This is some trial and error to see 
what works better. You would keep the overall goal as making him more independent 
at bedtime for falling asleep and as long as he’s making progress, relying less and less 
on you, your moving in the right direction. 

The other option is to let him know you will only be holding his hand until he gets 
sleepy but not until he falls sleep and that you will stay so long as he’s quiet. Or that 
you will pick his hand back up in a few minutes so long as he stays quiet, make the 
intervals very short at first 30 seconds to a minute if you have to and then slowly 
lengthen them as the nights go on to get him used to the idea that you are still there 
but he will learn to stay quiet without holding your hand and then fall asleep without it.  

The other option is of course, to rip off the bandaid! Which would be just to quit cold 
turkey, do the mantra method I cover in the toddler sleep class, which is just doing the 
pre-conference the day before, that you won’t be holding his hand while he falls asleep 
after tonight. Then reminding the night you will start right before bed. Then if/when he 
gets out, giving your mantra like “It’s bedtime” or saying nothing at all. It tends to be 
more work in the beginning but It’s quick, about 3-5 nights could be a little longer if 
he’s very persistent. But then it’s done. I recommend mantra method for parents where 
bedtime is just completely out of control and the kids are trying to run the show, 
constantly getting up or coming into the parents bed or needing the parent there to 
fall asleep and then coming into the parents room in the middle of the night because 
they need help falling back to sleep and the parents are exhausted. But in Trycia’s case, 



given how fairly simple the bedtime issue is I think a slow transition could work really, 
really nicely and be much easier for everyone. 

If you have a parenting question you’d like answered, send an email to 
Podcast@YourVillageOnline.com.  

Thanks for listening and see you next week!
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