
Afraid of a tantrum? How to
set limits for your child

Has
your toddler ever pulled off your glasses and thrown them?
Slapped  another  toddler  at  the  playground?  Bitten  their
brother? Run off in a store and ignored you when you called?
Are you afraid to set limits for your child because you fear
the tantrum that may result?

Yes, toddlers are cute, but left to their own devices, they
grow into the school bully, the family bully, or worse yet,
they don’t listen to an adult and run into the street in front
of a car.

Unbeknownst to you, you probably started
to set limits for your child as early as
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6 months of age.

If you breastfed, you may remember this scenario: you were
breastfeeding your 6-month-old when they suddenly bit you very
hard with their new tooth. 

Did you continue to breastfeed calmly and ignore the mind
numbing agony? Did you say in a sweet sing-song voice, “Honey,
biting hurts Mommy. Mommy does not like being hurt. Please do
not do that again?” 

If you are like Dr. Kardos and Dr. Lai, you did not have time
to say any of the above, because you were suddenly in PAIN.
You likely removed your baby from your breast immediately and
yelled, “OW!” Your baby (like each of ours) may have cried
(howled) from surprise. However, your baby probably never bit
you again while breast feeding!

Fast forward to the present and imagine you are holding your
16 month old and they hit, bite, pinch, pull your hair, or
pull off your glasses. Maybe they were angry, but equally
possible they may have been simply excited. Even though you
know they are not purposefully hurting you, it is important to
stop this behavior. Say in a firm voice: “No hitting!” and put
them down. 

This is time-out.
Time-out does not have to be spent on a chair in the corner of
the room. Time-out is not a terrible punishment. Just like in
sports, it is a pause in the play. By giving a time-out, your
child learns that they do not get more attention for mean or
aggressive behaviors, but less attention. As a variation, you
can time-out a toy.

What if your baby starts crying on the floor? Give them a
minute to recover. Remember that time-out lasts one minute per
year of age. For your 16 month old, time-out will last one



minute. At  two years, time out will last two minutes. When
time-out  is  complete,  offer  comfort.  If  they  repeat  the
behavior, put them back down again. 

Your goal, when you set limits for your child, is to stop a
behavior that can hurt them or hurt others. 

More tips on how to set limits:

Praise  them  specifically  at  every
opportunity.
For example, “Good job putting your toys back into the box,”
or “I like how you remembered to take my hand when we cross
the street,” or “I like how you sit in your chair at dinner
instead of standing up.” You will be amazed at how often
children repeat desired behaviors that you point out to them. 

Follow through on your requests.
If your toddler got a hold of a pair of scissors, you would
take those scissors away immediately, without thought or fear
about their feelings. You would put your child’s immediate
safety ahead of their desire to play with scissors, and you
would not stop to explain why they should give up this new-
found plaything. Likewise, if you tell your child to come to
you for any reason, be ready to physically go and lead them if
they choose to ignore you. For instance, at a party, wait to
tell them to come until you are ready to go. Otherwise they
will learn that you “cry wolf” and will ignore you.

Make consequences logical and immediate
for undesirable behaviors.
If your child throws a toy train at his friend’s house, say
“No throwing trains!” and take the train away for a time-out.
Telling them that “you are in trouble when we get home” means



nothing to a toddler.

Refrain from explaining too much.
Toddlers have a TINY attention span. Just give them a command
or an explanation that is 3-4 words or less. For example, “No
hitting, it hurts!” is enough. Telling them that hitting hurts
others, asking how would they like to be hit and telling them
about the need to be kind, is wasted effort. The time for
longer explanations is when they are developmentally capable
of putting themselves in another’s shoes, around age six years
for most children. 

Label the behavior as bad, not the child.
Say “No throwing sand!” not “You are bad for throwing sand!”

Remember  to  set  expectations  and  teach
which behaviors are not acceptable.
Toddlers are not mind-readers. You need to tell them not to
open the trash can and rummage through it, otherwise they will
not know any better.

Seize the opportunity to turn a negative
behavior into a positive behavior.
For instance, as you see your child raise their hand to hit
you,  firmly  hold  their  wrist  and  say  “Don’t  hit.  Soft
touches,” and simultaneously bring their hand to pat your
cheek. This will give you a chance to praise your child.

Do not fear the tantrum.
Toddler tantrums are NORMAL reactions to feeling angry or
frustrated. Many toddlers throw tantrums in response to your
telling them “no” or “stop.” It is not fair to expect toddlers
not to throw tantrums. Just put on your bored face (and some



ear plugs) and wait for it to be over.

If  a tantrum immediately occurs, remind yourself that at
least  you  stopped  your  child  from  hurting  themselves  or
others.  Tantrums don’t hurt anyone. You can read more about
how to manage tantrums here. 

Set limits for your child.
When you set limits for your child, you teach them to behave
in ways that will keep them and others safe. Act confidently
when you set limits, and your child will learn to interact
appropriately with others and gain self-control.

Julie Kardos, MD and Naline Lai, MD
©2019 Two Peds in a Pod®

A guide for parents of one-
year-olds
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his first tantrum the day he turned one. At first, we puzzled:
why was he suddenly lying face down on the kitchen floor? The
indignant crying that followed clued us to his anger. “Oh,
it’s a tantrum,” my husband and I laughed, relieved.

Parenting  one-year-olds  requires  the  recognition  that  your
child innately desires to become independent of you. Eat,
drink, sleep, pee, poop: eventually your child will learn to
control these basics of life by himself. We want our children
to feed themselves, go to sleep when they feel tired, and pee
and poop on the potty. Of course, there’s more to life such as
playing, forming relationships, succeeding in school, etc, but
we all need the basics. The challenge comes in recognizing
when  to  allow  your  child  more  independence  and  when  to
reinforce your authority.

Here’s the mantra: Parents provide unconditional love while
they simultaneously make rules, enforce rules, and decide when



rules need to be changed. Parents are the safety officers  and
provide food, clothing, and a safe place to sleep. Parents are
teachers. Children are the sponges and the experimenters. Here
are concrete examples of how to provide loving guidance:

Eating: The rules for parents are to provide healthy food
choices, calm mealtimes, and to enforce sitting during meals.
The  child  must  sit  to  eat.  Walking  while  eating  poses  a
choking hazard. Children decide how much, if any, food they
will eat. They choose if they eat only the chicken or only the
peas and strawberries. They decide how much of their water or
milk they drink. By age one, they should be feeding themselves
part or ideally all of their meal. By 18 months they should be
able to use a spoon or fork for part of their meal.

If, however, parents continue to completely spoon feed their
children, cajole their children into eating “just one more
bite,” insist that their child can’t have strawberries until
they eat  their chicken, or bribe their children by dangling a
cookie as a reward for eating dinner, then the child gets the
message that independence is undesirable. They will learn to
ignore their internal sensations of hunger and fullness.

For perspective, remember that newborns eat frequently and
enthusiastically  because  they  gain  an  ounce  per  day  on
average, or one pound every 2-3 weeks. A typical one-year-old
gains about 5 pounds during his entire second year, or one
pound every 2-3 months. Normal, healthy toddlers do not always
eat every meal of every day, nor do they finish all meals.
Just provide the healthy food, sit back, and enjoy meal time
with your toddler and the rest of the family.  

A one-year-old child will throw food off of his high chair
tray to see how you react. Do you laugh? Do you shout? Do you
do a funny dance to try to get him to eat his food? Then he
will continue to refuse to eat and throw the food instead. If
you say blandly,” I see you are full. Here, let’s get you down
so you can play,” then he will do one of two things:
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1)      He will go play. He was not hungry in the first place.
2)      He will think twice about throwing food in the future
because whenever he throws food, you put him down to play.
He will learn to eat the food when he feels hungry instead
of throwing it.

Sleep: The rule is that parents decide on reasonable bedtimes
and  naptimes.  The  toddler  decides  when  he  actually  falls
asleep. Singing to oneself or playing in the crib is fine.
Even cries of protest are fine. Check to make sure he hasn’t
pooped or knocked his binky out of the crib. After you change
the poopy diaper/hand back the binky, LEAVE THE ROOM! Many
parents tell me that “he just seems like he wants to play at
2:00am  or  he  seems  hungry.”  Well,  this  assessment  may  be
correct,  but  remember  who  is  boss.  Unless  your  family
tradition is to play a game and have a snack every morning at
2:00am, then just say “No, time for sleep now,” and ignore his
protests.

Pee/poop: The rule is that parents keep bowel movements soft
by offering a healthy diet. The toddler who feels pain when he
poops will do his best not to have a bowel movement. Going
into potty training a year or two from now with a constipated
child can lead to many battles. 

Even if your child does not show interest in potty training
for another year or two, talk up the advantages of putting pee
and  poop  in  the  potty  as  early  as  age  one.  Remember,
repetition  is  how  kids  learn.

Your one-year-old will test your resolve. He is now able to
think to himself, “Is this STILL the rule?” or “What will
happen  if  I  do  this?”  That’s  why  he  goes  repeatedly  to
forbidden territory such as the TV or a standing lamp or plug
outlet, stops when you say “No no!”, smiles, and proceeds to
reach for the forbidden object.

When you feel exasperated by the number of times you need to
redirect  your  toddler,  remember  that  if  toddlers  learned
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everything  the  first  time  around,  they  wouldn’t  need
parenting. Permit your growing child to develop her emerging
independence whenever safely possible. Encourage her to feed
herself even if that is messier and slower. Allow her to fall
asleep in her crib and resist only rocking her to sleep.
Everyone deserves to learn how to fall asleep independently.
You don’t want to train a future insomniac adult.

And if you are baffled by your child’s running away from you
one  minute  and  clinging  to  you  the  next,  just  think  how
confused  your  child  must  feel:  she’s  driven  towards
independence on the one hand and on the other hand she knows
she’s wholly dependent upon you for basic needs. Above all
else, remember the goal of parenthood is to help your child
grow into a confident, independent adult… who remembers to
call his parents every day to say good night… ok, at least
once a week to check in…. ok, keep in touch with those who got
him there!

Julie Kardos, MD with Naline Lai, MD
©2012, 2017 Two Peds in a Pod®

Raise  a  well-behaved  child,
Part  3:  How  to  Halt  the
endless tantrum
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One way to cool off your toddler.

Time-out is over and your 18-month-old is still flailing on
the floor in a full blown temper tantrum, pig-tails flying and
tears streaming down her face.  Will her tantrum ever stop?

“Time out is over,” you say, trying to console her, but she
continues  to  cry.  She  cries  so  long  she  forgets  why  she
started.

Here are ways to help your heated up, frustrated
toddler “cool off” if they seem stuck in a tantrum:



Offer a favorite stuffed animal or “blankie.”

Gripping his familiar comfort toy often helps the toddler to
“get a grip” on his emotions during a tantrum. Try to buy
several of the same animals and switch off, otherwise you will
soon  have  a  pretty  grubby  toy.  If  your  child’s  comfort
“blankie”  is  starting  to  unravel,  cut  it  up  into  smaller
pieces and sew the pieces onto new fabric. 

Don’t feel guilty about giving a binkie/pacifier. 

Otherwise known as “the magic cork,” at this age, binkies do
no permanent harm to teeth and they will soothe a flustered
kid.  Thumb sucking is also an effective, benign self-soothing
technique at this age. Please see our binkie post for more
about binkies and when (and how) to wean, and listen to our
earlier podcast for more about thumb sucking.

Go outside with your toddler.

A  change  of  scenery  and  temperature  works  instantly  to
distract your toddler from his woes. Even bad weather works.
Dr. Lai remembers many times huddling under a blanket on her
porch with her children as it snowed. 

Just walk. 

Start walking around the house carrying your kid or holding
his hand. Or marching. Or “funny-walking.” Sing a silly tune
as you go. Your toddler may catch your silliness and forget
his woes. If this is not enough, march outside. 

Sit down and start playing WITHOUT your toddler.

Work a puzzle. Make toy cars drive around. Set up stuffed
animals for a party. Color a picture. Your toddler may forget
his tantrum and instead may become curious and want to join
you. Remember, “time in” is much more attractive than “time
out.”  Keep  bubbles  on  hand.  Blowing  bubbles  not  only
distracts, but like the breathing techniques in yoga,  blowing
bubbles helps toddlers relax. 
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Read a book.

Make it a habit of reading during soothing times such as
bedtime, quiet time, or before nap time. Your child will learn
to associate this activity with feelings of peace. When your
toddler is “stuck,” reading her a favorite book will return
feelings of calmness. In general, reading books about emotions
will also give your child a vocabulary  to express himself.
The inability to communicate to you her emotions will escalate
frustration. After she is calm, use books to teach “what to do
next time.” For instance in one of Dr. Lai’s favorite books,
When Sophie Gets Angry—Really, Really Angry by Molly Bang, the
main character Sophie explodes like a volcano. Ask your child
when  you  read  the  book,”What  can  Sophie  do  instead  of
exploding?  What  would  you  do?”

Below are a list of suggested books about emotions complied by
Librarian Pat Stephenson, hostess of the Bensalem, PA Play and
Learn parenting series.

Hands are not for Hitting, by Martine Agassi
Feelings, by Aliki
Squish Rabbit, by Katherine Battersby
Teach your kids to think! by Maria Chesley Fisk
Grump, Groan, Growl, by Bell Hooks
Understanding myself: a kid’s guide to intense emotions and
strong feelings, by Mary C. Lamia
Any book written by Mister Rogers
Calm Down Time, by Elizabeth Verdick
Feeling Sad, by Sarah Verroken
Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible,No Good, Very Bad Day and
other Alexander books, by Judith Voist
I Love my New Toy!  By Mo Williams

As we discussed in our prior  Toddler Discipline post,  “Time
Out”  is  an  effective  form  of  discipline.  But  there  is  a
difference between disciplining your child and teaching your
child self calming techniques. When time out is over,  it’s
over. Help him move on.
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Raise  a  well-behaved  child:
set the stage while they are
toddlers

Riding into toddlerhood

When  your  baby  turns  one,  you’ll  realize  he  has  a  much
stronger will. My oldest threw his first tantrum the day he
turned one. At first, we puzzled: why was he suddenly lying
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face down on the kitchen floor? The indignant crying that
followed clued us to his anger. “Oh, it’s a tantrum,” my
husband and I laughed, relieved he wasn’t sick.

Parenting toddlers requires the recognition that your child
innately desires to become independent of you. Eat, drink,
sleep, pee, poop: eventually your child will learn to control
these basics of life by himself. We want our children to feed
themselves, go to sleep when they feel tired, and pee and poop
on the potty. Of course, there’s more to life such as playing,
forming relationships, succeeding in school, etc, but we all
need the basics. The challenge comes in recognizing when to
allow your child more independence and when to reinforce your
authority.

Here’s the mantra: Parents provide unconditional love while
they simultaneously make rules, enforce rules, and decide when
rules need to be changed. Parents are the safety officers  and
provide food, clothing, and a safe place to sleep. Parents are
teachers.  Children  are  the  sponges  and  the  experimenters.
Don’t  be  afraid  of  spoiling   your  child;  be  afraid
of  raising  a  child  that  acts  spoiled.  Here  are  concrete
examples of how to provide loving guidance:

Eating: The rules for parents are to provide healthy food
choices, calm mealtimes, and to enforce sitting during meals.
The  child  must  sit  to  eat.  Walking  while  eating  poses  a
choking hazard. Children decide how much, if any, food they
will eat. The kids choose if they eat only the chicken or only
the peas and strawberries. They decide how much of their water
or  milk  they  drink.  By  age  one,  they  should  be  feeding
themselves part or ideally all of their meal. By 18 months
they should be able to use a spoon or fork for part of their
meal.

If, however, parents continue to completely spoon feed their
children, cajole their children into eating “just one more
bite,” insist that their child can’t have strawberries until



they eat  their chicken, or bribe their children by dangling a
cookie as a reward for eating dinner, then the child gets the
message that independence is undesirable. They will learn to
ignore their internal sensations of hunger and fullness.

For perspective, remember that newborns eat frequently and
enthusiastically  because  they  gain  an  ounce  per  day  on
average, or one pound every 2-3 weeks. A typical one-year-old
gains about 5 pounds during his entire second year, or one
pound every 2-3 months. Normal, healthy toddlers do not always
eat every meal of every day, nor do they finish all meals.
Just provide the healthy food, sit back, and enjoy meal time
with your toddler and the rest of the family.  

A one-year-old child will throw food off of his high chair
tray to see how you react. Do you laugh? Do you shout? Do you
do a funny dance to try to get him to eat his food? Then he
will continue to refuse to eat and throw the food instead.
Instead, you can say blandly,” I see you are full. Here, let’s
get you down so you can play,” then he will do one of two
things:

1)      He will go play. He was not hungry in the first place.
2)      He will think twice about throwing food in the future
because whenever he throws food, you put him down to play.
He will learn to eat the food when he feels hungry instead
of throwing it.

Sleep: The rule is that parents decide on reasonable bedtimes
and  naptimes.  The  toddler  decides  when  he  actually  falls
asleep. Singing to oneself or playing in the crib is fine.
Even cries of protest are fine. Check to make sure he hasn’t
pooped or knocked his binky out of the crib. After you change
the poopy diaper/hand back the binky, LEAVE THE ROOM! Many
parents tell me , “He just seems like he wants to play at
2:00am  or  he  seems  hungry.”  Well,  this  assessment  may  be
correct,  but  remember  who  is  boss.  Unless  your  family
tradition is to play a game and have a snack every morning at
2:00am, then just say “No, time for sleep now,” and ignore his
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protests.

Pee/poop: The rule is that parents keep bowel movements soft
by offering a healthy diet. The toddler who feels pain when he
poops will do his best not to have a bowel movement. Going
into potty training a year or two from now with a constipated
child can lead to many battles. Also the toddler decides when
he is brave enough or feels grown up enough to sit on the
potty. Never force a toilet training child to sit on the
potty. After all, did you force your toddler to learn how to
use a remote control for your television? Of course not- he
learned to use it by imitating you and wanting to be like you
and by being pleased with the result (Cool! I turned on the
TV!). The same principle applies to potty training. He will
imitate you when he is ready, and will be pleased with the
result when you praise him for his result.

Even if your child does not show interest in potty training
for another year or two, talk up the advantages of putting pee
and  poop  in  the  potty  as  early  as  age  one.  Remember,
repetition  is  how  kids  learn.

Your toddler will test your resolve. He is now able to think
to himself, “Is this STILL the rule?” or “What will happen if
I  do  this?”  That’s  why  he  goes  repeatedly  to  forbidden
territory such as the TV or a standing lamp or plug outlet,
stops when you say “No no!”, smiles, and proceeds to reach for
the forbidden object.

When you feel exasperated by the number of times you need to
redirect  your  toddler,  remember  that  if  toddlers  learned
everything  the  first  time  around,  they  wouldn’t  need
parenting. Permit your growing child to develop her emerging
independence whenever safely possible. Encourage her to feed
herself even if that is messier and slower. Allow her to fall
asleep in her crib and resist rocking and giving a bottle to
sleep.  Everyone  deserves  to  learn  how  to  fall  asleep
independently (and to brush their teeth before bed). You don’t
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want to train a future insomniac adult.

And if you are baffled by your child’s running away from you
one  minute  and  clinging  to  you  the  next,  just  think  how
confused  your  child  must  feel:  she’s  driven  towards
independence on the one hand and on the other hand she knows
she’s wholly dependent upon you for basic needs. Above all
else, remember the goal of parenthood is to help your child
grow into a confident, independent adult.

Julie Kardos, MD with Naline Lai, MD
©2015, revised from 2012
Two Peds in a Pod®

Parents  of  one-year-olds:
Rule your Roost!
 

When your baby turns one, you’ll realize he has a much
stronger will. My oldest threw his first tantrum the day he
turned one. At first, we puzzled: why was he suddenly lying
face down on the kitchen floor? The indignant crying that
followed clued us to his anger. “Oh, it’s a tantrum,” my
husband and I laughed, relieved.

Parenting  one-year-olds  requires  the  recognition  that  your
child innately desires to become independent of you. Eat,
drink, sleep, pee, poop: eventually your child will learn to
control these basics of life by himself. We want our children
to feed themselves, go to sleep when they feel tired, and pee
and poop on the potty. Of course, there’s more to life such as
playing, forming relationships, succeeding in school, etc, but
we all need the basics. The challenge comes in recognizing
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when  to  allow  your  child  more  independence  and  when  to
reinforce your authority.

Here’s the mantra: Parents provide unconditional love while
they simultaneously make rules, enforce rules, and decide when
rules need to be changed. Parents are the safety officers  and
provide food, clothing, and a safe place to sleep. Parents are
teachers. Children are the sponges and the experimenters. Here
are concrete examples of how to provide loving guidance:

Eating: The rules for parents are to provide healthy food
choices, calm mealtimes, and to enforce sitting during meals.
The  child  must  sit  to  eat.  Walking  while  eating  poses  a
choking hazard. Children decide how much, if any, food they
will eat. They choose if they eat only the chicken or only the
peas and strawberries. They decide how much of their water or
milk they drink. By age one, they should be feeding themselves
part or ideally all of their meal. By 18 months they should be
able to use a spoon or fork for part of their meal.

If, however, parents continue to completely spoon feed their
children, cajole their children into eating “just one more
bite,” insist that their child can’t have strawberries until
they eat  their chicken, or bribe their children by dangling a
cookie as a reward for eating dinner, then the child gets the
message that independence is undesirable. They will learn to
ignore their internal sensations of hunger and fullness.

For perspective, remember that newborns eat frequently and
enthusiastically  because  they  gain  an  ounce  per  day  on
average, or one pound every 2-3 weeks. A typical one-year-old
gains about 5 pounds during his entire second year, or one
pound every 2-3 months. Normal, healthy toddlers do not always
eat every meal of every day, nor do they finish all meals.
Just provide the healthy food, sit back, and enjoy meal time
with your toddler and the rest of the family.  

A one-year-old child will throw food off of his high chair
tray to see how you react. Do you laugh? Do you shout? Do you
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do a funny dance to try to get him to eat his food? Then he
will continue to refuse to eat and throw the food instead. If
you say blandly,” I see you are full. Here, let’s get you down
so you can play,” then he will do one of two things:

1)      He will go play. He was not hungry in the first place.
2)      He will think twice about throwing food in the future
because whenever he throws food, you put him down to play.
He will learn to eat the food when he feels hungry instead
of throwing it.

Sleep: The rule is that parents decide on reasonable bedtimes
and  naptimes.  The  toddler  decides  when  he  actually  falls
asleep. Singing to oneself or playing in the crib is fine.
Even cries of protest are fine. Check to make sure he hasn’t
pooped or knocked his binky out of the crib. After you change
the poopy diaper/hand back the binky, LEAVE THE ROOM! Many
parents tell me that “he just seems like he wants to play at
2:00am  or  he  seems  hungry.”  Well,  this  assessment  may  be
correct,  but  remember  who  is  boss.  Unless  your  family
tradition is to play a game and have a snack every morning at
2:00am, then just say “No, time for sleep now,” and ignore his
protests.

Pee/poop: The rule is that parents keep bowel movements soft
by offering a healthy diet. The toddler who feels pain when he
poops will do his best not to have a bowel movement. Going
into potty training a year or two from now with a constipated
child can lead to many battles. 

Even if your child does not show interest in potty training
for another year or two, talk up the advantages of putting pee
and  poop  in  the  potty  as  early  as  age  one.  Remember,
repetition  is  how  kids  learn.

Your one-year-old will test your resolve. He is now able to
think to himself, “Is this STILL the rule?” or “What will
happen  if  I  do  this?”  That’s  why  he  goes  repeatedly  to
forbidden territory such as the TV or a standing lamp or plug
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outlet, stops when you say “No no!”, smiles, and proceeds to
reach for the forbidden object.

When you feel exasperated by the number of times you need to
redirect  your  toddler,  remember  that  if  toddlers  learned
everything  the  first  time  around,  they  wouldn’t  need
parenting. Permit your growing child to develop her emerging
independence whenever safely possible. Encourage her to feed
herself even if that is messier and slower. Allow her to fall
asleep in her crib and resist rocking her to sleep. Everyone
deserves to learn how to fall asleep independently. You don’t
want to train a future insomniac adult.

And if you are baffled by your child’s running away from you
one  minute  and  clinging  to  you  the  next,  just  think  how
confused  your  child  must  feel:  she’s  driven  towards
independence on the one hand and on the other hand she knows
she’s wholly dependent upon you for basic needs. Above all
else, remember the goal of parenthood is to help your child
grow into a confident, independent adult… who remembers to
call his parents every day to say good night… ok, at least
once a week to check in…. ok, keep in touch with those who got
him there!

Julie Kardos, MD with Naline Lai, MD
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