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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. 

The questions today are about how to help when visiting with a friend or family 
member with a child with autism and what to do with a very rambunctious 3 year old 
who is very keen on making big messes! The second question is also from a mom with 
a husband in the military so basically a single mom a great majority of the time, which 
also fits in perfectly with what I wanted to share about single parenthood. 

So Thursday is Valentine's Day. Now I’ve never been big on Valentine's Day anyway. 
When you have people you love in your life, you show them everyday so I don’t need a 
holiday for that and certainly don’t need any overpriced flowers or dinners! I think for 
those struggling with wanting a romantic relationship, it simply serves as a reminder of 
what they don’t have. But Friday is Single's Awareness Day! So I wanted to give my 
support and admiration to all the single parents, again in recognition of the very 
difficult journey they have.  

I was thrown into single mom hood AGAIN this past week when my husband was told 
to return to the hospital for treatment. without going into detail, basically he hasn’t 
kicked the pneumonia, it was coming back and so they wanted him on IV antibiotics 
since the orals weren’t doing the trick. He has some immune issues due to some 
medications he was on a few years ago, blah, blah, blah. He is back home now and 
doing well. But as he was just starting to be able to help out again, he started feeling 
run down and off he went back to the hospital. So it’s been almost 3 weeks that I’ve 
been on my own. This weekend was pretty tough with kids needing to be in different 
places at once. Plus the trash, the dishes and the laundry were all piling up! I was 
feeling a bit overwhelmed! As far as the housework, I just dug in and got it done, but 
what do you do when you have to be two places at once and there is only one of you? 
You call on your tribe! Now I’m not good at asking for help. I like to take it all on and 
look like the superhero! So if you are like me, stop it! Ask for help. Some people ask 
and don’t mean but others really do. You figure out the difference quickly!  

I had friends take my oldest home from swim practice so I could take my daughter to 
gymnastics. I had another come over and take care of my younger two and take them 
to their ice skating event, while I took my oldest to a swim meet and I asked a family 



member to bring us a meal when they offered help and it really got me through these 
past few days. Also if you are someone who offers help to someone who you know is 
dealing with extra stress and they don’t take you up on it, food is always the answer! 
Send food, send food gift cards! Whatever form you want but you can never wrong 
with food! 

One other note before i get to the questions. That is that Carter, our oldest was trying 
to qualify for two more events for junior olympics and despite the cold and rain he cut 
3 seconds off his 100 free to qualify. So now we have to stay two more night just so he 
can do a race just over a minute long! His first event is Saturday and the 100 free isn’t 
until Monday. But he’s excited and I’m proud! He missed the cutoff to qualify for the 50 
free by .28 seconds! 

For the questions! Rebecca wrote “I have a question, not about my own child but 
rather about my niece, so here it is; My little 7 year old niece, oldest of two children, 
struggles with what I think of as anxiety shut down, when she comes into any new 
situation she completely shuts down. What I mean by shut down is - she cannot look at 
anyone, stares at the floor, and hangs on to her mom or a person she has already 
become comfortable with hours before. Another example, she will spend 30 minutes 
on Skype looking at you without saying a word but then cry when it’s time to say 
goodbye because she still has stuff to say but she cannot bring herself to speak even 
one word, yet be talking to her mom in the background saying what she would really 
like to be saying to me! It takes her a good hour to become comfortable enough to 
speak when she comes to visit our small, very quiet family - but we have to ignore her 
(no hugs or direct talking) in order for her to naturally come out of the shut down, if we 
speak or give her a hug it gets worse.  

As far as discipline she will “lose it” and yell at her mom for example, then shut down 
completely usually in some other room or in a corner and will not speak or 
acknowledge your presence. Another thing I’ve noticed is she does a lot of whispering, 
for example, if she wants help from me she whispers to her mom what she wants. Then 
5 minutes later be chattering away to me.  

She is extremely sensitive to noise. And I’m not sure if it connects at all but - she also 
has an extremely sensitive scalp. She doesn’t like anyone touching her hair and, does 
not like water to touch her face, so refuses to have a shower. But loves the bath and 
enjoys swimming with her friends and dad (who I have to add here is a triathlete) She is 
a very loved little girl by the entire family but none of us really know how to deal /or 
help her with it...I’ve looked these things up on the internet but, it’s just so confusing 
with experts and non experts alike giving their thoughts - I recently heard that she will 



be going to therapy to try to help her to cope with the shut downs but I feel that we, as 
her extended family need to be able to help too. Do you have any tips for me? I did 
listen to your podcast about anxiety and gained a few tips but it just didn’t connect 
completely with the shut down part.  

Rebecca then clarified in a later email that the specialist is saying she is on the very low 
end of the autism spectrum and that her nervous system is having a hard time with 
everything. She works twice as hard to do things that other kids do which causes her to 
get increasingly frustrated and fly off the handle which in turn frustrates mom who is 
not only dealing with her high needs but also a toddler of 27 months. 

Thanks again so much for doing these podcasts. They are such a great support and 
resource for me as a new mom that I have asked for a subscription to your website as 
my Christmas gift this year!”  

I am by no means a specialist in autistic spectrum disorders but I can share what I know 
about what it is to give a better understanding and then give some tips, just like 
Rebecca asked in ways to help her family when they are visiting or trying to 
communicate over Skype. 

Autism, refers to a broad range of conditions characterized by challenges with social 
skills, repetitive behaviors, speech and nonverbal communication. There are 2 different 
diagnosis types of autism but both fall under the Autism umbrella. One of those is ASD 
(Autistic Spectrum Disorder) and this is where your niece seems to fall.   

You there is no magic here of course and just accepting and being comfortable with 
her current emotional state at each moment, meeting her where she is and allowing her 
to work her way through the initial transition.  

So first just follow her lead. If she doesn’t want to talk or hug or make eye contact and 
needs lots of space and time, just allow it. Follow her mom’s instructions so if it’s OK to 
greet her, do so, “It’s so nice to see you!” You basically just want to let her know that 
are there to visit whenever and however she feels comfortable once she’s warmed up 
and give her the time and space.  

Do what you can to accommodate her needs such as keep the noise level down, just 
like I’m sure already do. 

Also ask her mom, how you can help. If both kids are having a meltdowns, you could 
offer to help with he younger child while mom works with your older niece. 



When it comes to skype, know that just being there and talking to her, even if she’s not 
reacting or talking back, you know she wants to connect and she is in her own way. So 
keep asking questions, or telling her about what’s going on with your family. Keeping 
this connection going through Skype will support your relationship with her. If she’s sad 
when it’s time to go because she hasn't been able to open up, just let her know it’s 
okay and she is welcome to Skype with you anytime and that you are happy just to see 
her. You are basically just accepting her as she is and loving her for who she is and 
letting her know that. That’s the most amazing gift we can give anyone. 

I will get to the question from a mom wondering how to deal with big messes from a 3 
year old when we return after a word from our sponsor, Modern Fertility! 

Now that we are back from the break, it’s time for the next question about taming a 
messy 3 year old! 

“Hello! My name is Brett and I live in Nova Scotia, Canada. I've been listening to your 
podcast for about a year now and I really appreciate your approach to parenting. I have 
two daughters, ages 3 and 5 (almost 6) and my husband is in the military and overseas 
right now. So I'm basically a single mom, working full-time, with one child in daycare 
and the other in school (Grade primary). The issue I have with my three year old is she 
is a veritable tour-de-force in creating chaos. I have someone come to clean the house 
and do laundry once a week, and it takes her about 25 minutes to turn the house back 
upside down. I love her curiosity, creativity and love of exploring. But what this 
translates into at home is a big mess. I feel sometimes like despite my best efforts, I'm 
living in a pig sty. I've tried to let it go, to embrace that they're only young once and 
who cares if the house is a mess. But it actually stresses me out, and makes it hard for 
me to relax in the evening. Because I'm essentially a single parent right now, I'm not in 
a position to monitor my children all the time. I often put on a 30-minute show when 
we get home while I make supper, and while this works for my five year old, my three 
year quickly moves on to make a mess: With toys, markers, Christmas ornaments, 
anything she can get her hands onto. The trouble is I can't seem to get her to clean up 
after herself. For example, the other evening, in the five minutes I was in the 
washroom, she found a container of cherry tomatoes in the kitchen, threw them all over 
the kitchen floor, and even stomped on some. They were everywhere, and the house 
had just been cleaned. I tried to explain to her patiently that she needed to clean up. 
But it was almost like she didn't even hear me. I explained again, and this time she 
heard, but didn't clean up. I'm ashamed to say I resorted to yelling, and putting her in 
a time out -- which I have vowed not to do. My question is, how do I encourage head 
strong children to clean up one activity before moving on the next? I don't want to be 



on my children's cases all the time about being clean, but to avoid disaster and 
complete chaos I need tips to encourage children to clean up a mess they've made. 
Thanks and love your work and podcast! Brett” 

Brett also asked another question but I won’t have time to get to that today so I’ll add 
that to another episode down the road. Just a reminder, if you are member on the your 
village website, YourVillageOnline.com, I answer questions from members in an email 
within 48 hours so it’s much quicker than waiting for an answer on the podcast. These 
are easy questions like the podcast questions, of course, anything I can answer quickly 
in 5 to 10 minutes. 

Brett to answer this question, which has two parts really first is keeping the mess at bay 
and second is getting kids to clean up. When we can, prevention is always easiest. But 
we can’t always do that so we also need to be prepared to teach them about cleaning 
up messes too! 

For prevention, I’ve mentioned before how my kids went to a Reggio preschool and 
this philosophy among others values exploration, which I love! However, in exploration 
there also needs to be some boundaries too, especially at home where we can’t be on 
top of our kids constantly. So I recommend keeping some thing put away until you are 
ready to be present during that play time, these are things like markers, crayons, dough 
anything where toddlers and preschoolers can make a big mess, and especially a 
permanent mess that could mean a lot of frustration or hours trying to fix marks on 
walls, clothes, furniture and the like, or things ground into carpets, clothing and 
furniture. So anything that is potentially very messy, find a place to store it out of reach 
of cute little bodies! Only keep a few different toys/toy sets out at a time and rotate 
them. This isn’t just for neatness but also for development. If there are too many 
options, toddlers don’t go as deep into their play. If they only have a few options they 
will play with something much longer and potentially combine toys together as they 
expand their imaginative play so things like, cars, duplo and wooden blocks among any 
other number of combinations can go very well together. Wooden blocks, duplo and 
the farm animal set, etc. If you put toys away, make sure they are out of sight, not just 
out of reach because inevitably they will only want the toys they can’t reach. Also then 
rotate out toys every couple weeks to a month, every couple of weeks put one toy set 
away and bring out something they haven’t seen in a month to six weeks. It keeps 
them fresh and new and keeps the imaginative play going because the toy is 
interesting again. The different combinations make for new possibilities. The other way 
to keep the messes at bay as much as possible is childproofing. If a toddler can make a 
mess she will. Books on lower shelves go up for a year or two, kitchen cabinets and 
drawers, get child locks. It’s impossible to make a mess with something you can’t get 
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to! I loved those magnet locks but get like 2 or 3 of the keys so you can always find one 
and then have a very particular spot up high for it! In the class on discipline tools for 
toddlers and the class on distraction/redirection I cover lots of ways to childproof 
among other tools for positive discipline rather than trying to distract and/or redirect, 
not just because it’s exhausting but also because distraction and redirection work 
against a child’s natural developmental tendencies and so it’s just frustrating for 
everyone!  Also using contribution to keep them busy can help in those moments when 
their curiosity is threatening to wreak havoc can be enough to avoid meltdowns or 
messes. So engaging your toddler in helping with dinner rather than trying to pull 
things out of the refrigerator. It doesn’t matter if the work is actually helpful or not but if 
she thinks she’s helping by getting her toy carrots and a pot, by all means, keep her 
busy with it! If she’s using her play dough and kneading it next to you on the counter 
while you chop vegetables, great! Be silly and pretend it’s part of a special recipe! 
Once kids are old enough you can even get them kids cooking tools where they can 
actually cut up vegetables with a plastic knife and really help. Young kids love to feel 
important and helpful and accomplished. When dinner is ready there is great pride in 
having contributed. 

Lastly, what about having kids clean up after themselves? There are some options here. 
When it comes to toys, have a regimen in place, “we don’t have dinner until toys are 
cleaned up.” If there is not an option to eat until everything is put away then there’s an 
incentive for getting that done. At first, you may need to help clean up but soon, a 3 
year old should understand the protocol and expectation and with a proper warning 
can get the toys put away (within reason) as expected. Offer choices. Now or in 5 
minutes? The blocks first or the trains first? This gives a freedom of choice within the 
boundary of needing to clean up.  

What about the tomatoes? What do you do? A couple things, first is positive intent. 
While it is inconvenient and annoying, a 3 year old is not intending to make a mess. It’s 
discovery. I don’t know if you saw my post on Instagram  a few weeks ago. It was a 
picture of my twins when they were 2 and they taken a huge bag of Costco sized 
veggie straws and dumped it all over the living room floor when I dared to use the 
bathroom! My son had his little plastic cup all full! But for whatever reason they thought 
it was pretty cool to empty the rest on the floor. I got a question about how did I 
handle it? well the first part of my answer is, I took responsibility. I was the one who left 
them out so that part was on me. But these things will happen. We are busy. We have a 
lot on our minds and we are going to leave things out inadvertently. So after the mess I 
know you wanted your daughter to help clean the mess she made. So you can use the 
same tactics above. Give choices, which side of the kitchen is she going to start the 
cleanup. Make it a game, count together as you each pick them up. (it’s great if she’ll 



do it all on her own and you can get there once she understand the expectation but 
the first several times or on a day when she’s just tired you may have to pitch in.) When 
I ask my kids to do something they love to say, “but I didn’t get it out” or I didn’t 
whatever. Well I don’t care! I didn’t do it either. So we’ve taught them that a family 
works together and we all help each other out. So these are the times to teach by 
example. For more on choices and how to use them with different ages, along with 
other positive discipline tools you can see the classes on discipline tools for toddler or 
tools for preschoolers, the class on choices, as well as power struggles and getting kids 
to listen which covers gaining cooperation all on the website at YourVillageOnline.com 
under the discipline section. 

I will be posting another video this week on instagram. This week I’ll be talking about 
helping your child deal with mean kids. All of my kids have had to deal with this at one 
point or another. So it’s an inevitable part of childhood unfortunately. So to see that 
video, you can follow me at IronMom2020. 

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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