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Dear <<First Name>>,
There are a lot of myths around parenting…the perfect mother…the ideal father. Trying as a parent to live
up to impossible standards adds stress to the already difficult job of parenting.
In this newsletter, we provide some useful information to help parents with one of the most difficult parts of
parenting: challenging behavior.
Each child brings unique challenges for parents to navigate and manage. As parents providing structure
and discipline in public, for example, it’s easy to feel like all eyes are on us, judging.
We’re all in this parenting game together. When you see a parent in public dealing with an epic meltdown,
give a friendly smile. And when working with your children, remember you are the CEO!
Also though, if you need help, ask for it. Needing help never means that you are a bad parent, it just
means you’re human.

Ben Romo
Executive Director
First 5 Santa Barbara County

Translate

What behavior do you
find MOST
challenging?
A) Mealtime Eating
B) Battle at Bedtime
C) Biting, Hitting or Hair
pulling
D) Temper Tantrums

Laying the Foundation for
Acceptable Behavior
A huge part of your child’s behavior is determined by how
you react to situations. Set your child up for success with
clear expectations, being consistent, and showing the
behavior you want to see.
Set limits. Of course, boundaries will be different for
different ages. When considering limits, think physical and
verbal. Babies who are crawling around and getting into
dangerous things need physical limits move the
houseplant to a higher shelf, install a baby lock on
cabinets with breakables, or put a baby gate in front of
the temptation of glowing buttons on TVs. As your child
moves into the toddler and preschool age, your limits will
become more verbal. “We don’t step off the curb without
holding Daddy’s hand.”

Katie,
Does First 5 offer combat
pay? I’m battling my 3
yearold each breakfast
and dinner in an effort to
get her to eat healthy
foods. I’m trying not to
bribe, spend hours in bite
negotiations, or cook an
entirely separate meal for
every child… but I’m also
trying to get to work on
time.
Sergeant Dad in Santa
Maria

Be consistent. All the limits in the world won’t help if
your child doesn’t know what to expect next or can’t
predict your reactions. If you implement a strategy, do
your best to do it all the time. Otherwise, your child won’t
know whether to believe your one minute reminders or
know how you will respond when you reach the count of
3. Routines are key. You can download a simple “daily
routine” chart here.
Stressfree bedtimes grow out of consistency, so this is a
great place to establish routines  consider these
suggestions. Many families establish a bedtime routine as
their child moves out of infancy. Consider making small
modifications to allow your toddler and preschooler to
have more ageappropriate control over the process.
Model what you want to see. Your child learns how to
interact with her world by watching you. Want a calm,
kind toddler? Be a calm, kind parent.

Dad,
Yikes! That’s no way to
start or end every day. Do
you see a pattern to her

refusals? Kids can turn
mealtimes into a struggle
for power because they
know you want them to
eat. Consider methods to
deflate a conflict.
Our tried and true
methods include:
 involve her in meal
selection and preparation
(even if that just means
standing on the stool next
to you while you do all
the work)
 let her make minor
choices (“Would you like
carrots or peas with
dinner tonight?”) where
both answers are
acceptable to you. If she
doesn’t make a choice,
you can lightly say “OK! If
you don’t want to choose,
I’m excited to eat peas.”
 make sure she has
enough time to transition
to mealtime. Some kids
really just want to play
with toys. Treat mealtime
like you would leaving the
park, with warnings that
she’s about to change
activities. Routines like
picking up toys and
handwashing before
dinner can also be good
signals that your family is
moving to mealtime.

In the Moment 
Developmentally
Appropriate Action
It’s never too early to guide your child’s behavior. The key
is to know what developmental stage your child is
currently in and to act accordingly.
Babies  Distract.
If a small child is doing something undesirable
(screeching, eating dirt, repeatedly getting into your
cupboards) the best option is to distract. Relocate the
child, introduce a different toy, or provide some faceto
face time by talking, reading a book, or singing a song.
You can always verbalize whatever you’re doing (We don’t
throw sand. Let’s sing a song on the swing!) but infants
are not yet developmentally capable of remembering the
rules you’ve set.
Toddlers  Offer Acceptable Choices.
Your toddler now knows the routines you’ve established
and you probably know the signs that indicate that he
may push back. Defuse the situation by offering quick
choices wherever possible. Battling at bedtime? “Would
you like to wear your truck pajamas or your animal
pajamas?” “Should we have 2 goodnight hugs or 4?”
“Should we brush your teeth before or after your bath?”

How you talk about food
also matters. Instead of

Time to go? “We have one minute left. Would you like to
slide down the twisty slide or the straight slide?” The key

“See, that didn’t taste so

is, both options should be acceptable to you. To build

bad, did it?” which can
reinforce the “I’m right,

your child’s trust and independence, you must follow
through with their decision.

you’re wrong” battle, try
“Which one of our dinner

Preschoolers  Notice & Praise Positive Choices.

foods was your favorite?”
Phrases like these make
your child feel like he or
she is making the choices.
It also shifts the focus
toward the taste of food
rather than who was
right.

Your preschooler has likely developed the capacity to
remember situations and learn from past mistakes. In this
stage, when you make the correction needed, do so
verbally and with physical cues.
What happens next is important. Your approval is very
important to a preschoolaged child. “It made Mommy
happy to see you pick up your blocks.” “I like seeing you

At First 5, we love this

pet the cat gently.” For older children, sharing the praise
with your partner can be a big deal. “Mama, did you see

onepager offering
specific language to use

how Luis got a rag from the drawer and wiped up his own
spill? What a great choice!”

around mealtimes to
assist your daughter in
developing a healthy
relationship with eating. It
can help you change
YOUR negative phrases
and support positive
eating habits.

And, when all else fails, press pause. Go outside, move to
a new room, or take a drink of water. Smile at your child
and think of a peaceful moment you enjoyed together.
Like adults, children pick up on stress, tension, and anger
through body language. Changing the location and how
you approach your child may be the small shift needed to
calm your child down enough to have a conversation.

Have more questions? Ask
us via email below or right
on our Facebook page.

Ask Katie A
Question!

Discipline and Language
Our Mission:
To help all children
prepare for
kindergarten by

You know that look your 10month old gives you right
before he drops his spoon in the trashcan for the
hundredth time? Even very young babies look to see how
you react to situations. Screaming or chasing him to drop
the spoon are similar to tickling games you probably play.
Help him learn clear boundaries between proper and

supporting families

improper behavior through your language.

to be healthy and

Remember, be the CEO.

strong and by
enhancing the
availability of
high-quality
childcare and
preschool.

When giving directions, say them politely and
firmly.
Keep anger and frustration out of your voice.
Be succinct.
Don’t waffle or negotiate.
Always follow up.
When a bad choice is made, act quickly to correct.
When a good choice is made, highlight the
positive.

Banana Milkshake
When you are struggling to remain calm while your child
tests your patience, it can be easy to lose your cool.
Sometimes the best thing to do is to redirect from the
negative behavior make eye contact with your child,
invite her to join you in doing something together, and
spend time talking with her. This bananastrawberry
milkshake is the perfect way to reconnect, cool down and
enjoy a healthy and fun moment together.
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