The “Terribly Terrific” Two Year Old! 

By: Patti Ashley Ph.D.     

We’ve all heard about the “terrible twos.” The dreaded stage of parenting that we try to prepare for and often expect the worst from. Understanding the development of the child at this age can help make it a little less terrible and at times even terrific. 
Between the ages of 18 months and 3 years, a child will go through many development milestones, as well as emotional ups and downs. The length of time and the degree of intensity that certain behaviors will occur varies with each individual child.  
The main characteristics you can expect from this age group include:  
Egocentricity. Everything is “ME, ME, ME” The child’s whole world revolves around him alone. That causes the child to want what he wants when he wants it. It is very hard to wait when sights are set on one thing alone. This can cause the typical tantrums and angry outbursts. 

Negativism. The two year old is trying to establish his own identity. This can cause his reaction to what a parent says to be exactly the opposite of what the parent wants. This is the cause of the so typical “no” response to the parent’s request. 
Difficulty finding words. Language is developing rapidly, but sometimes the words are hard to find. The child may become very frustrated trying to express himself. This may sometimes be the cause of aggression such as biting and hitting. 
Ambivalence. Margaret Mahler, a Child Psychologist refers to the two year old stage of separation individuation as the “porcupine syndrome.” this is when the child wants to be independent from the parent, but is still very dependent. This causes much ambivalence in the child. Imagine trying to give a porcupine a hug and then realizing it doesn’t feel so good. That is what it is like to want to be close to a parent while also developing a need for autonomy. 
Fears and Fantasies. Imagination wanders and everything is real to a two year old. Fantasy is the same as reality and the monsters under the bed are real to him. This explains the night time fears as well as day time anxieties. Loud noises, animals, even clowns can be frightening to the toddler. 
The first step in making the terrible twos terrific is to understand these developmental expectations. The next step is to set clear, reasonable limits on behavior. Eliminate excessive “nos.” Keep rules to the bare minimum. Behaviors that are dangerous, destructive or rude need to be stopped. Child-proof your house to allow for exploration. Ignore annoying behavior. Reward appropriate behavior with smiles and words of encouragement such as “I like it when you pick up your toys.”
Try to sign up for a parenting class to learn positive principles of discipline. This is a crucial time in your child’s development and you will be setting the stage for the rest of your years together. Understanding this age can help make everyone’s job more enjoyable and allow for the appreciation of those “terribly terrific” moments. 
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