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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 I’m answering today are about a particular bedtime struggle and a mom 
struggling with her 4 year old using hateful words when he gets angry. 

The first question is from Linsy, and she writes, “My 2 year old son Carter (27 months) 
has recently started fighting us when it’s time to brush his teeth. I’ve tried to give 
Choices and I’ve taken the class on Power Struggles and I’m still unsure how to handle 
it. I don’t know what consequence would be appropriate at his age if he refuses to let 
us brush his teeth. Any help or advice would be so greatly appreciated!” 

So Linsy, I’m going to give you a several different options to try so it may be some trial 
and error as each kid is different and will react more favorably to some things than 
others. 

Have him pick out a cool new toothbrush with a favorite character on it so he’s excited 
to use it. 

Try different toothpastes that to find one that resonates with him or you can even skip it 
altogether if you can’t find something and see if that helps. Most dentists say it’s fine at 
this age and toddler toothpaste has no fluoride (and shouldn’t) you’re not missing out 
on protection from fluoride. 

Here are some fun/silly things to work on making brushing more fun and easy: 

Let him brush the teeth of his favorite stuffed animal and have him tell his teddy, or 
whatever how important brushing is.  

Let him brush your teeth and then let him know it’s your turn to brush his or offer to let 
him brush his own. 

Point to a body part, like the elbow, “Is this where I should brush?” then pick another, 
like the tummy, “how about here?” This can get him in a silly relaxed mood and make 
brushing easier. 



Have him make animal sounds like a roar to open up, Show me how a lion roars and 
show me your big sharp teeth so we can brush them! 

Play copy cat. Kids like to do things for themselves so if you both brush your teeth at 
the same time, show him how to do it and he copies you. 

Keep it short. It’s really about getting used to it as a good habit and as part of a 
routine. You can lengthen it over time. 

Take turns brushing teeth, he brushes teddy’s teeth and then his own! 

Keep in mind that toddlers like to be in control as much as possible and to do things 
for themselves so offering these choices about toothpaste, toothbrush, where to brush, 
stool or no stool, before or after pajamas, and offering “do you want to brush your 
teeth or do you want me to do it for you?” are all ways of offering control and therefore 
getting him more likely to buy into the process. 

There are also books you can read about toothbrushing or search youtube for 
toothbrushing sons to sing while he brushes his teeth. Some books include I Love to 
Brush My Teeth, Pony Brushes His Teeth, Sesame Street, Ready, Set, Brush, Sugar Bugs, 
Ginger McFlea Will Not Clean Her Teeth, and tons more. You can do a quick search on 
google to find a great list and see what looks good. Read these books at bedtime and/
or throughout the day. 

The next question comes from Lauren who has been dealing with some hateful words 
during expressions of anger from her 4 year-old. Lauren says, “Hi Erin, I am reviewing 
many of your classes and have learned so much! I have a question about a current issue 
that we are facing, and about how to react in the moment.  My son has been struggling 
with defiance, and we are working with him utilizing many of the tactics in your classes, 
as well as seeking help from a child psychologist as it relates to this behavior at school. 
However, the part I am struggling is what what to do IN THE MOMENT, particularly 
when it feels like nothing is working. For example, when he starts becoming defiant, 
usually after we've asked him to do something he doesn't want to do, he will start 
saying things like "I hate you! i really hate you, I'll never like you....MOMMY LISTEN TO 
ME, I HATE YOU". If I completely ignore him, he will escalate that into hitting, kicking, 
spitting on me. If I try to address it at first, such as letting him know that those words 
hurt my feelings and helping him come up with another way to express what he's 
feeling, he will mock me back by mimicking my words in a sassy tone, stick out his 
tongue, or other behaviors that are SO TRIGGERING for me. At some point, I can 



hardly keep my cool. Ignoring the hateful words, or addressing it, seems to not make a 
difference. This happens SO MANY times a day.   The only thing seems to be either a 
pretty massive distraction (which is not possible a thousand times a day), or enough 
time passing that he finally gets bored of pestering me (but this is not a good option 
because it's whats about to get him kicked out of school!) What should I do in the 
middle of this situation to stop his need to escalate the situation or to continue to 
mock me? In the middle of these sorts of episodes, it's nearly impossible to reason with 
him. He is intent on hurting me back in whatever way he can. What should I do in that 
moment? 

I wrote to Lauren asking for some more details about this situation in order to better 
help her work with her son. I wanted to know if this was something he has always 
done? Or was it fairly new? If so, is there anything you can think of that has triggered 
it? Has it just recently gotten worse? I also asked for more details about working with 
the child psychologist. I also talked about his behavior seemingly having the goal of 
revenge and work on it from that angle of addressing the revenge. 

Lauren responded with more details so that I could better answer her question, “we are 
only in the beginning stages of working with the child psychologist. He’s started with 
the suggestions of working on sleep, beefing up the positive reinforcement as much as 
we can, and to try and identify if he’s getting more attention negatively than positively. 
At preschool, they remove him to to the directors office, which we’re theorizing that 
actually is “escapist” for him, or in that whatever triggered the aggression, being 
removed from the classroom actually benefited him so the punishment isn’t much of a 
punishment to him. Any and all punishments don’t seem like a big deal to him, except 
when he doesn’t have your attention or when you walk away from him (which escalates 
his behavior even more).  He hasn’t had a full assessment yet, but I’m sure it’s coming.  

I will note that this is not language he hears at home. My husband and I aren’t perfect, 
and certainly can do better- but we never call names or say we hate each other or even 
speak to anyone in the ways my son has to us. I fear it may coming from preschool. 
There are some precocious kids in his class.   

It seems like this behavior has really come about in the last 6 months, essentially since 
he joined this preschool classroom. We struggled in the room prior (when he was 3-4) 
with some aggression and hitting, and now he’s a little less physical but more verbal. 
There’s a lot of potty talk and bullying type language, picking on each other, etc in the 
classroom. I hope they’re addressing it with the other families as well, but I don’t know 
for sure. I feel he may be on the receiving end of some bullying, and has gotten 
comfortable with retaliating.  



Your right in that it does feel like revenge. It feels as if he thinks - you hurt me so I need 
to hurt you back worse. The episode this morning that he told me below (that I 
referenced in my email), I couldn’t place what even happened. This evening I asked 
him why he got so frustrated and said those things, he said “oh, it’s because you told 
me to get out of your closet. We were playing in there and messing up your 
necklaces”. I barely even recall saying that!  He was so matter of fact like it was no big 
deal now. I talked to him about how his words hurt me, and that I was sorry I told him 
to get out of my closet in a way that made him feel upset, that I would try not to bark 
orders, and he could try to tell me why he’s upset before saying hurtful words. We also 
talked about why I don’t want them (he and his two year old brother) playing in my 
closet while I get ready for work. He understood and said “I’m sorry mommy, I want to 
try better to use my words because I do love you”. Sweet boy. He is probably as 
bothered by his emotional outbursts as I am.  

The talking back at school only happens when he’s essentially being told to do 
something and he doesn’t really want to (which is all the time - haha). Such as washing 
his hands for snack, putting away toys before going outside, etc. he will dawdle and 
they will have to nag him to complete his job. That usually sets him off because he 
doesn’t want to stop what he’s doing.  

I feel like I’ve painted him in such a bad light. He’s an incredibly bright kid, who can’t 
play with a toy the way it’s designed because he creates his own imaginative play. He 
has an incredible memory, loves books and stories, is incredibly sweet and affectionate, 
and is obsessed with all things police. He’s an amazing kid and I love him so much 
which is probably why this is all so incredibly painful. I feel like I’ve failed him as a 
parent. Something I’ve done along the way has caused him this pain and I hate that.  

When we return I will share all the thoughts and ideas I had for Lauren on her situation 
after a word from our sponsor, Butcher Box! 

Now that we back after the break, I’m going to share all the thoughts and ideas I have 
for Lauren on working with her 4 year old who is struggling to share his anger and 
frustrations more appropriately and is instead, using a lot of hateful words. 

I found the rest of this information that Lauren shared extremely helpful in giving her a 
better direction. While Lauren’s son is definitely on the very willful side and some of the 
behavior concerned me a bit, but the fact that he is only four and that he does 
experience remorse and empathy are very positive signs. With some work on 
recognizing his emotions and coaching on better ways to react, the behavior should 



improve quickly. Also that they have a school psychologist who has pinpointed how 
what is being done in the classroom may be exacerbating the behavior or at least 
certainly isn’t helping and they are working on this aspect is all reassuring.  

Since Lauren is a member and her issue was quite distressing, I wanted to answer her 
as soon as possible so I did respond to her and share that I feel his is definitely trying 
to push buttons and get a reaction for sure, just like we had said earlier, the revenge, 
you hurt me so I want to hurt you back.  But that the behavior is very mismatched. In 
other words that his need for revenge is out of balance with what the trigger is, it’s 
misplaced or really undue and possibly completely unwarranted. As it is perfectly 
possible in some cases, especially with kids when parents have lots of power that the 
revenge is understandable, I hate to say warranted because there are better ways of 
responding but until we teach our kids those ways they often don’t have the tools to 
act rationally and so irrational behavior can be expected to some degree! 

So to help Lauren, or for any other parents dealing with children who acting overly 
rude, or hurtful, In general, you want to teach that these behaviors are not acceptable. 
We don’t talk to people that way. Then you can walk away and ignore until he’s calm. 
You can even have a talk when he’s calm and just say, “you know when you get really 
angry with me and say mean things? I want you to know that the next time and from 
now on, I will remind you that this behavior is unacceptable and then I will just walk 
away until you are ready to be nice to me and talk in a calm manner.” You can have 
discussion if he wants. Answer any of his questions or listen if he talks about why he 
gets so mad.  

But it is best to walk away and set that boundary really strong. Because the truth is that 
if anyone talks to us that way, a parent, a friend, a stranger at a store, we wouldn’t stay 
and tolerate it. So it’s the same for kids. We don’t need to stay and listen to abusive 
language. So walking away we set a boundary. Again, some of this will depend on age, 
how far can you go, where can you go? If it’s a 4 it’s different than if it’s a 9 year old, or 
a teen. (and teens can be pretty mean and irrational at times too! But setting up solid 
communication and these boundaries early will make those teen years a lot easier 
because when they do overreact, the will realize it quickly and know as soon as they 
calm down that the behavior was unacceptable and make amends for it.) Then you can 
have a real conversation when your child is calm. Talk about what happened. Describe 
the situation. “Our job as parents is to help you grow up to be independent.” or “We 
are a family and we all have to pitch in. We need your help to get things done and 
sometimes we are going to ask you to do some things to help out. I don’t deserve to 
be yelled at and in such a mean way ever, but especially just for asking you to do 
something you should be doing.” Or whatever the scenario is. If anywhere in there he 



wants to share some feelings about why he was so mad, let him and discuss those with 
him. Then ask for his help. "How can let you know it’s time to do something without 
you getting mad?” or “I’d like to give you the responsibility of x. If we can work on you 
doing these things on your own then I won’t have to remind you.” Again, this is all age 
dependent. But even the best 9 or 10 year old is going to forget a responsibility or the 
task at hand sometimes and is going to need reminded.  

As far as developmentally, it is common for kids 2,3 and even 4 to lash out physically, 
hitting, kicking etc and then go to verbal once they become more verbal. So his 
progression all makes sense. The most concerning thing is the language that he’s 
picked up and that he’s using that to lash out so harshly. 

It is a very positive sign that he is showing remorse and feels very badly about hurting 
you and that you can talk about it. So coach him on better ways to share his anger in 
those quiet moments, go through what happened earlier and talk about it, just like you 
did today. Give some ideas on what he can try instead and see what resonates with him 
and have him try it. If that doesn’t work, try something else.   If you can catch him as 
he’s getting angry, you can try to pull him back. “I can see you are getting angry. Let 
take 5 deep breaths together.” or “tell me why you are feelings so angry.” or if he’s 
more into physical ways give an option for a physical way to get his anger out and then 
come back and talk, whatever it is that he chose as the method that he would like to 
try, when you discussed it during the calmer time. See how it goes. If it doesn’t work at 
all. Discuss again when he’s calm. “You wanted to try the deep breaths. How do you 
think that worked? How well? Why or why not? Do you want to keep practicing that 
and see if it gets better or try another method? That type of thing. 

I’m also wondering how you feel about this preschool? I’m wondering if it is the right fit 
for him. I’m not suggesting pulling him out and I think it’s a big decision but one just to 
mull over. If you think it might be a good option, to visit some other schools. The 
reason I say this is that, it is hard for kids, and especially some kids to have to clean up 
and move to a new activity when they get so engrossed in their play and so I’m 
wondering if a school that fosters and celebrates that kind of learning might not be a 
better fit. I’m nor sure what type of a school it is but I’m thinking possibly a Montessori, 
Waldorf or Reggio school might be a better fit. Basically a school that doesn’t have so 
much regiment and expectation, that offers more freedom in schedule and play. These 
types of schools still have the same basic daily schedule but the children are given 
more freedom to choose if they want to keep playing. they don’t have to do snack or 
circle or the activity or change stations. They are free to stay and play at whatever 
station is catching their interest until they are done. They are invited to join circle or 
reading time, or snack but it’s not mandatory. Basically he would be allowed to keep 



doing what he’s doing until he decides he’s done. If he wants snack great, then he can 
wash his hands first and then come get snack or he can keep doing what is interesting 
him. In my experience it does seem that kids who struggle with some of these 
behaviors do tend to be very smart. So I don’t doubt that he’s super bright! I think 
possibly a change in environment could be very beneficial. I also know that isn’t always 
as easy as it sounds. But it’s something to consider.  

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

Thanks for listening and see you next time!
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