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Parenting young children can feel like navigating a stormy sea—moments of delight mingled 

with sudden outbursts that pierce your heart. One minute your toddler beams as they share 

a toy, the next they bite, push, or call you “mean.” If you grew up feeling unseen or your child 

is impulsive, these moments can feel even more intense. Yet every challenge is also an 

opportunity: a chance for your child to practice empathy, fairness, and self-regulation, and for 

you to nurture connection and secure attachment. 



12–24 Months: Living in the Impulse World 

At this age, children act almost entirely on impulse. Toy-grabbing, flinging food, or a sudden 

bite feels personal, but it isn’t. Your toddler may pat your arm or hand you a toy, yet these 

gestures are brief. Tidying up is playful, not responsible. 

How to respond: 

●​ Narrate actions gently: “You threw the block. That made your friend sad. Let’s put it 

back together.” 

●​ Model empathy and, if another child is hurt, apologize on their behalf. 

●​ Celebrate even tiny gestures of care. 

💡 If you grew up unseen (CEN): It may sting when your child seems oblivious to your 

feelings. Remember, this is developmental, not personal.​

💡 If your child is highly impulsive (ADHD): Expect more intensity. Grabbing, flinging, or 

hitting is learning impulse control, not misbehavior. 

 

2–3 Years: Emerging Rule-Testers 

Around two to three, children notice the effect of their actions. They test boundaries, pinch a 

sibling to see your reaction, shout “mean!” when denied something, or deliberately knock 

over a tower. Flashes of empathy appear, but self-interest still dominates. Tidying up 

requires guidance and shared effort. 

How to respond: 

●​ Stay calm, narrate feelings: “You pushed. That hurt your friend. Let’s fix it together.” 

●​ Avoid demanding apologies; model empathy instead. 

●​ Praise small gestures of care, even if imperfect. 

💡 CEN reflection: Your child’s protests may echo old wounds of feeling unseen. Pause, 

breathe, and remember they are testing boundaries, not judging you.​

💡 ADHD reflection: Impulsivity can make swings between care and defiance more 

dramatic. Calm guidance is your anchor. 

 



3–4 Years: Fairness Bargainers 

By three to four, children are learning about fairness. They may share but expect something 

in return, push to get what they want, or test repeated boundaries. Empathy begins to 

emerge alongside bargaining. Tidying up works best when it’s a shared game. 

How to respond: 

●​ Name feelings and model fairness: “I see you want the toy. How can we share so 

everyone is happy?” 

●​ Encourage gentle problem-solving, allow optional apologies, and celebrate 

cooperative actions. 

💡 CEN reflection: Bargaining may trigger old frustrations. Notice your feelings, but 

remember your child is learning fairness, not manipulating you.​

💡 ADHD reflection: Impulsivity may make bargaining intense. Patience and calm guidance 

help them practice fairness. 

 

4–5 Years: Approval Seekers 

Four- to five-year-olds increasingly care about being seen as “good.” They may help, 

comfort, or follow rules for praise, but sometimes test limits to see if love is unconditional. 

Tidying up and participating in shared tasks is easier. 

How to respond: 

●​ Praise effort rather than outcome. 

●​ Invite reflection: “I see he’s upset. What can we do to help?” 

●​ Introduce apologies as social tools, not punishments. 

●​ Stay warm and steady even during correction. 

💡 CEN reflection: Your child’s need for approval may resonate with your own past longing. 

Notice it and soothe your inner child.​

💡 ADHD reflection: Expect inconsistency; calm reassurance bridges intention and 

behavior. 

 



5–6 Years: Rule Keepers / Early Justice 

By five to six, children understand rules as structures that keep things fair. They take pride in 

following rules, notice peers’ feelings, and increasingly connect actions with consequences. 

Empathy grows alongside their sense of fairness. 

How to respond: 

●​ Encourage problem-solving and cooperative play. 

●​ Guide apologies with focus on understanding impact, not rote words. 

●​ Remain validating and patient when frustration arises. 

💡 CEN reflection: Their enforcement of rules or occasional frustration may echo old 

feelings of being blamed. Recognize your own reactions and respond from calm connection.​

💡 ADHD reflection: Impulsivity may override rule knowledge. Gentle guidance and 

consistency are essential. 

 

A Gentle Reminder for Parents 

Across all stages, your child is learning to navigate self-interest, fairness, empathy, and 

rules. Challenging behaviors—grabbing, hitting, shouting, or boundary-testing—are normal 
parts of growth. Your patient, steady presence, your modeling of empathy, and your 

validation of feelings are the most powerful tools for nurturing moral and emotional 

development. 

Notice the small victories: a toy shared without prompting, a comforting gesture, a 

cooperative tidy-up. Celebrate them. Allow yourself grace when parenting feels hard. 

Through warmth, guidance, and secure connection, your child will learn not just what is fair 

or kind, but that they are loved and seen, always. 

For more reflections, exercises, and parenting guidance, visit fromcentowholeness.com. 

 

 

https://fromcentowholeness.com/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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