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I barely had the chance to say hello when I heard on 
the phone, "I think the 'terrible twos' came early! Be has 
been screaming and rolling around on the floor and I don't 
know why!" It was my younger sister, mother of an eigh
teen month old, calling, out of breath and frustrated. After 
reassuring her and offering a few strategies, I hung up the 
phone knowing that undoubtedly my phone would ring 
again soon. This time it would be my older sister, who also 
is the mother of a young toddler! 

In the moment temper tantrums often feel like they 
will never end. Parents may feel frustrated, embarrassed 
and hopeless as they watch their child kick, scream, cry, 
and roll around on the ground for what seems like hours. 
Though it may feel like your toddler is having a tantrum 
for no reason, there are causes for this behavior. 

Children between the ages of one and three understand 
more than they are able to express. Even a child who is 
very verbal may not be able to figure out ways to express 
themselves by using words instead of kicking and scream
ing. Toddlers do well with routine, so any change may 
trigger emotions that they do not fully understand or can 
express. 

Toddlers are naturally curious. They explore their 
world to gather information. When they are unable to 
master a task, building a tower for example, they become 
frustrated and overwhelmed. Young children also have 
a difficult time dealing with any delays in,their agenda. 
They live in the here and now and do not understand time 
and limits on what they want. They also become more 
independent and want to control predictable parts of their 
day, such as putting on their own coat or shoes even when 
they are not able to. 

Now that you may be able to pick out some of the 
causes of a temper tantrum, what do you do next? Here 
are some strategies to try: 

•	 Give your toddler a warning before a transition is about 
to happen. Toddlers like to know what is coming next, 
so announcing at breakfast that you will be going to the 
grocery store next will help them prepare for this transi
tion. 

•	 Give your toddler a little control over routine actions, 
such as helping them pour the milk into their cup. You 
can also give them a choice of two foods at meal time. 
When they are getting dressed, ask if they want to wear 
their blue shirt or their green shirt. By doing this you 
are supporting their need for independence and hope
fully defusing a tantrum. 

•	 Always acknowledge your toddler's feelings. "I under
stand that you are angry right now but you still need 
to wait your turn for the slide". By labeling feelings it 
helps them understand that you are there to support 
them and explain their world to them. 

•	 Set your toddler up for success! Offer toys and activities 
that are age-appropriate. This will help reduce frustra
tion. 

•	 Distraction can sometimes work. Offer your toddler an 
alternative to what they want. For example if your tod
dler wants your purse, let them know that it is not safe 
to play with your purse but they can have their own bag 
to put items in. 

•	 Ignore and allow the tantrum. Sometimes toddlers tan
trum for attention. Negative attention may feel just as 
good as positive attention. Tell your toddler that when 
they are done yelling you will give them a hug and then, 
as long as they are safe, walk away. 

•	 Be prepared to leave. Be calm and remove your child 
from a situation, especially if they are being unsafe. 
Though this may be inconvenient to you, especially 
when you are in the grocery store or at a child's party, 
this will let your child know that you are in control and 
will always keep them safe. 

•	 1£ your child is having a difficult time stopping the 
tantrum, offer your assistance with a hug, a quiet time 
together with a book, or praising words for being able to 
calm down. 

•	 After a tantrum, offer the language they can use the next 
time. It may take many reminders of how to state their 
frustration, but eventually they will be able to. 

Though temper tantrums may feel like they are never 
going to end, always keep calm. When you become frus
trated yourself it will confuse your child and will often 
make things worse. At the end of a tantrum keep in mind 
that your child is just trying to understand the world 
around them and all the new skills they have acquired. As 
their overall development continues to grow, their frustra
tion will decrease and so will the temper tantrums! 


