
 

Your Village: Parenting Beyond Discipline 
#237: Understanding Toddler Interactions & Tips for Better Behavior 

Transcript 

Erin: Welcome to the Your Village podcast, Parenting Beyond Discipline. Your Village is 
the most comprehensive site for evidence-based parenting classes available on-
demand at YourVillageOnline.com. Our classes give parents the foundation, steps and 
tools for creating strong, healthy relationships with their children, resulting in 
responsible, cooperative, happy and successful children and families! My goal is to 
help parents support their children in finding and reaching their own unique potential. 
The podcast is a place to learn about all things parenting and get your questions 
answered! I’m Your Village founder and your host, Erin Royer. 

Hi everyone! I can’t even begin to describe the week I had last week! So much going 
on, both stressful and exciting. It got to be so much that on Friday I just decided to 
take the kids to the San Diego Zoo Safari Park just to decompress and have some fun! I 
didn’t know that you can get right next to the wallabies and kangaroos there! 
Unfortunately the lemur exhibit was closed because you can get right up next to them 
too, but you know, covid. But the wallabies and kangaroos were really cool. We also 
got to see a lioness up close, through glass but she was magnificent. Her paws are the 
size of my head!! I posted some pics and video on my instagram page IronMom2020. 
Also we did hit 500 subscribers on the Your Village YouTube channel so I will get a free 
class up this week! I’m still editing away on the next two chapters of the book. So that 
makes us 1/2 way done with the writing as Ashley continues her work on the design 
aspect. I’m really excited to get this out for you all. I think you will find it an immensely 
valuable resource for parenting toddlers, all my best tips from past podcasts in the 10 
chapter book. I will post updates to our facebook and instagram pages as we get some 
sample pages completed. 

OK so our questions, first one about a young toddler who is too aggressive with the 
family dog.  Whether you have a family pet or not, you may find a lot of the information 
helpful as I am going to build some understanding of not just kids and pets and how to 
work with the interactions, but I’ll break down the understanding of a toddler and how 
they view their world and interactions so you can better understand why they do what 
they do, and therefore be better equipped to manage their interactions, not just with 
pets but with their world, be it their toys, you, or any siblings in the household. 

"Hi Erin. My name is Sammy, I'm from England in the UK and have been listening to 
your podcast for a few weeks now. I love your tips and try my best to be a therapeutic 
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parent to my 20 month old adopted son, but struggle with the power battle some 
days, especially as lockdown has been so isolating. 

We have a little dog who is very sweet and loving who absolutely loves our son but 
over time has become fearful of him because he continues to try and frighten him, 
either by throwing toys at him, growling/shouting at him, chasing him or hitting him if 
he tries to pass quickly by. Our dog is completely non reactive and at worst will yelp in 
fright or at best take himself off into another room with his tail between his legs. The 
hitting and throwing of toys does not happen often, mainly because I don't leave them 
alone together at any point, so I am always on alert to prevent that happening either 
by distraction or calling the dog into another room, so this is less of an issue. The 
biggest trigger for me is when my son growls or shouts at the dog, as the dog is so 
sensitive to being told off (even by a toddler) that he runs away and hides. I have tried 
a number of different methods over time including ignoring him doing it, explaining 
firmly that it is not acceptable because it frightens the dog and that makes him sad, 
and I've even tried the method you described about hitting in one of your episodes, by 
stating its not kind to shout and frighten the dog, and the dog and I don't wish to 
keeping playing with you when you're being unkind, and promptly leave the room for 2 
minutes with the dog - my son then cries for a bit and when I return he uses mackaton 
for sorry to the dog and we carry on playing. This method seemed to work for about a 
week but he has gone back to doing it again. I have always got my son involved in the 
care of my dog from very small, including helping me get his food ready, giving him 
treats, doing tricks etc. I'm at my wits end as I feel so sorry for my dog, he is always so 
happy to see him but stays a meter away from him in case he gets shouted at, and will 
spend a lot of the day upstairs away from my son to avoid him. I am certain I have 
given my son ammo to continue doing this as it is clear it has gotten to me and I have 
lost my patience and got cross with him in the past when hes done this and I've had 
compassion fatigue, especially when he is mid or post tantrum or if I'm trying to do 
housework and cant give him my full attention, he knows that it is my biggest trigger 
and will get a reaction. If you have any tips I would sincerely appreciate it. Thank you 
for your podcast, I know its helping so many people across the world to be better 
parents. Sammy" 

So many of us have pets and most of us who love kids and wanted to be parents are 
also big animal lovers too. Most of us had pets before we had kids and so when kids 
enter our family we already have our 4 legged family members. This means making 
sure the two worlds of pet ownership and parenthood combine as smoothly as we can. 
But it’s not always smooth sailing, depending on the age and type of pet and then 
mixing in our babies/toddlers once they are mobile. Obviously I’m not a pet 
behaviorist or expert. My expertise is child development and I have had a lot of dogs in 



 

my life. Most of them who I have taken to some form of obedience training or another. 
So I’ll share my experience as a pet owner and parent and how this mix has happened 
for us over the years just so you know my experiences with this.  

I had a collie named Dakota that I got when I was 26. He was my first ever puppy I got 
on my own. When I got married Dakota was 10 years old. Shortly after we got married, 
like that week, we adopted a smooth collie who was 9 months old. We called her 
Chloe. When we had Carter, Dakota was 13 and Chloe was 3. Dakotah passed away 
when Carter was 2 months old. We were not going to get another dog. But Chloe was 
very sad and kept howling. So off we went to animal control to find a dog. We found a 
cute little boxer sitting quietly in her pen. She didn’t even get up to greet us. She had 
Bordetella and must’ve felt awful. You could also tell she also had just had a litter of 
pups. She was likely just used for breeding. We took her home and named her Lexi. 
Soon she had tons of energy. She was about a year and a half old. These were the first 
pets our kids ever knew. They grew up around these two bigger breed dogs. Both 
Dakotah and Chloe had training. Lexi, we did not. She was good natured dog and we 
were so busy with parenthood, she just didn’t get official training. But we were also 
experienced dog owners so we were able to teach her anything we needed her to 
know. 

To be honest, I don’t really remember having an y issues. But with 3 toddlers at once 
and two dogs, and living in Southern California, I think the dogs spent a lot of time 
during the day outside because I don’t think I could have handled the dogs taking food 
from the toddlers or getting too rough in their play and knocking my kids over so while 
they were in the house during dinner and evenings and at night once Cory was home 
to help manage some of the chaos, I didn’t have to manage the interactions between 
kids and dogs very much. Luckily they were super good dogs with the kids. Plus my 
kids had each other and my dogs had each other so they really didn’t interact kid to do 
a ton. The kids would chase each other and the dogs would hang together and so, at 
least in that way, I had it fairly easy. 

This story is a bit of background but I feel it’s important to understand all our history 
and experience as dog owners and parents. If you don’t have pets or just are 
wondering about how toddlers view their world and interactions, you can skip forward 
through some of this! 

Fast forward 8 years and Lexi passed away. Chloe was getting very old and I didn’t 
want the kids to be left with no dogs so we rescued Bambi, a 10 week old Rottweiler 
puppy. We were told Rottweilers are for experienced owners and we considered 
ourselves experienced at this point. The kids were 9, 9 and almost 11. Bambi was 



 

definitely a different kind of dog. IT definitely required a much more alpha approach to 
let her know where she is in the pack. We had some issues and still do from time to 
time of her trying to get too rough with the kids. At first it was Taylor. Now it’s with 
chandler. It was really about teaching the kids how to let her know they are above her 
in the chain of command and how to do that. Because when they react hurt or upset 
she feels she can “boss them around” so to speak. We did bring in a trainer early on. 
Actually this trainer was trained by Cesar Milan, both of whom live about 20 minutes 
from where we just moved away from. He really helped us work with Bambi and with 
Taylor to work with Bambi. I know this is going off on a tangent. I will get to talking 
about the mindset and world view of the toddler soon too, I promise! Bambi has 
become a very well behaved dog. I can take her anywhere. She lays down or sits and 
just stays whether it’s at the auto body shop (I just took her there this morning) She’s my 
running and hiking buddy. She friendly with other dogs and kids and never have to 
worry about her. She is protective of our property and I’m sure of the family should 
anyone ever try to hurt them.  She is an amazing ambassador for her breed. 

OK. So that go a little long but I do feel like it’s important for everyone to know my 
experience as dog owner and parent so that you know how my experience is similar or 
different than what your family including the four legged ones, may be. 

When we get back after the break, I am going to now dig into the mindset and 
perspective and developmental level of a toddler when it comes to interacting with 
their world be it their toys, sibling, parents, or a pet. Then give tips based on that 
understanding of both toddlers and pets for the best opportunity of harmony in your 
home. 

Now that we’re back after the break, let’s get into the mindset and development of the 
toddler when it comes them understanding their world and how they interact with it. 
Then I’ll dig more into balancing being a parent of both dogs and kids and helping 
both feel safe. 
So for Sammy or any parent of a young toddler, whether it’s interacting with a dog or 
not, it’s really helpful to understand what is going on in a toddler’s mind. This can 
equate to how they interact in a lot of different scenarios. 

Toddler’s do not understand the “other” meaning feelings, needs, ideas of another, be 
it person or animal. By toddler I mean under 3 or 3 1/2. This understanding of the 
“other” as someone who has separate feelings or needs than their own, does not 
begin to develop until around 3 to 3 1/2 for most toddlers. They have no perspective 
nor understanding that other’s have different feelings or needs. If you’ve ever watched 
two toddler’s interact. They really don’t even notice each other most of the time. If one 



 

toddler is holding a toy, you will often see the other toddler notice the toy moving in 
the other toddler’s hand but their is no acknowledgement (and that’s because there’s 
no understanding) that there is another person attached to the end of that toy. But the 
toy can certainly catch their attention.The younger they are, the more likely they are to 
focus on the toy and be clueless about the other human, so for under 2, forget about 
it! Look at that colorful toy! Ooh it’s moving, I want that colorful toy! So interesting! 
Grab! The other toddler starts crying, sometimes and other times the other toddler will 
just toddle off and find something else to play with. We may think, “How rude! How 
can that kid just grab that toy right out of another kids hand like that and not even 
care, especially after they start crying?” They simply have no perspective. They are not 
trying to be mean, or selfish or any such thing. They are just simply oblivious. This is a 
developmental stage they just have not yet hit. So when it comes to these types of 
reactions they have no idea they are upsetting another kid, or causing fear in a dog. 
They just cannot grasp this concept yet. Even more importantly, young kids are 
scientists. Toddlers specifically are exploring a lot of cause and effect. When they do 
something that gives a good reaction or affect to their behavior, and especially when 
they can duplicate the result, it does several things for them: it builds self esteem, 
“look I have an effect on my world!” They get a huge kick of that, so whether it’s 
pushing the ball and it rolls and or I yell and the dog runs, they are getting to have an 
effect on their world. The repetition shows them their world is predictable and that 
exciting. We all like to have security and predictability. So when something they do 
produces the same effect over and over, this is reassuring and exciting at the same 
time. So put these two things together, the predictable outcomes to a behavior I make 
AND that I have no understanding that I’m actually upsetting another living being, it’s a 
behavior that will continue to manifest until the novelty of it wears off. Now this doesn’t 
mean that toddler get to hit baby brother on the head with a toy or pinch baby brother 
to get him to scream or yell at the dog and frighten her so she runs to the other room. 
This is just to help parents understand what’s going on in toddler mind when he or she 
does such things. Once we understand they don’t understand they are hurting little 
brother or frightening the dog and they are excited about the predictable reaction they 
can create in their world, we can then work to circumvent these types of scenarios.  

It’s also helpful to understand that toddler’s memories are very short. They get longer 
as they age but in the class on consequences I talk about never making a consequence 
longer than a few minutes for a very young toddler, no longer than 2-30 for 3-4 year 
old and no longer than a day for a 5-6 year old. They just don’t remember what they 
did to lose out on playing with the toy for days on end. It loses effectiveness. So for 
Sammy, what you are doing with picking the dog up and leaving for a few minutes is 
having an effect and the fact that it’s lasting a week is actually really great. I would 
expect a couple of days. So it is something you will need to keep doing when it 



 

happens and give it a bit more time and soon he will break this habit. But it may take a 
few months. Soon it just becomes not worth it. 

Now knowing that toddlers have this limited perspective, you have a couple of choices, 
come up with a plan to keep toddler and dog separate as much as possible. You can 
keep doing what you are doing, if you are all together in the play room and toddler 
scares the dog, continue to pick up the dog, showing empathy to the dog and leaving 
for a few minutes. 

Some rules of thumb for toddlers and pets or toddlers and younger siblings as both are 
very similar. (just as an aside sometimes we need to protect our toddler from the dog 
or the dog from the toddler. Either way. We never want to allow anyone to get too 
aggressive with our dog. We’ve really had to work with our kids on this, especially our 
oldest. You can tell when a dog is getting upset and you are pushing their buttons. Our 
Rottweiler just has a shorter patience with it than some other dogs do. But any dog can 
be pushed over the edge and snap at someone annoying them. So we always want to 
be careful. But Bambi will growl at the kids if they get in her face too much, especially if 
she’s got a toy or a bone. She gives fair warning.  

Never leave a dog and toddler unsupervised same goes with a toddler and a baby. Use 
baby gates to separate toddlers from dogs where and when necessary. If you are 
cooking and toddler is playing, gate toddler in or gate dog in somewhere. Make sure 
your dog always has a place it can escape when needed. 

Sammy just like you’ve been doing, teach your toddler how to pet the dog, to respect 
the dogs things and how to care for the dog. But these things will still take time. 3-4 
and you son will finally understand much better how to behave around the dog. But it 
will take some time. But setting the boundaries and taking dog away for a few minutes 
to “comfort the dog” will teach him how to treat the dog and send a strong message 
how you feel about it. 

For anyone who has a dog and a toddler or even a young child, if there are any issues, I 
strongly recommend hiring a reputable dog trainer to come and help you work with the 
dog and explain the dogs behavior and how protect both dog and toddler. Dogs are 
amazing family members. But they are a different species and have different needs and 
ways of communicating. They can’t say, “get out of my face, I’m enjoying my bone.” So 
they growl. I explain this to Carter. It’s her only way of saying back off. He has learned 
to respect her space and I’ve had to work with Chandler lately to be more assertive 
with her when she plays too rough, so to simulate communicating with her like her 
momma dog or pack leader would to let her know he doesn’t like what she’s doing. 



 

Miss Bambi has turned into a really great dog. With some understanding and 
knowledge about both your dog and your toddler, we can help them co-exist 
peacefully! 

If you’d like more information on toddler development and all the amazing things 
going on inside their minds and bodies, how to support their development as well as 
any red flags, your developing toddler, your developing preschooler and I also have 
your developing infant available. Of course all the positive discipline and over 60 
parenting classes on demand at YourVillageOnline.com to build a strong foundation of 
connection and communication to raising your children to their individual potential. 

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!


