How You Can Help Your Child
 
 
This page contains information for parents, carers, school and nursery staff and other professionals, including health visitors, on how best to help children develop a wide range of skills from the moment they are born.  Please follow the suggested links and advice before contacting our specialist services.
 
 
The Importance of Parents and Carers
 
It is widely recognised that parents and carers are the most important people in the development of children – you hold the key!  Take care of yourself – if you are fit and healthy you will be able to help your child more effectively.  If you need support in this, Swansea Bay University Health Board, NHS Choices and Change4Life offer lots of advice on promoting good mental health, living well and making healthy lifestyle choices.
 
There are also many helpful organisations such as the Care for the Family and Barnado’s who can support you and help you build a strong and secure relationship with your child, whatever their age. 
 
Being a parent is one of the most important jobs there is - it is also one of the hardest - so don’t be afraid to seek help from these organisations.

Please take a few minutes to explore the NHS Birth to 5 Years Development Timeline. The timeline is a guide to the milestones in your child's development and is a useful tool for getting an idea when your child may develop skills and learn new things.
	Playing and learning

	Communicating and talking
	Behaviour
	Mobility

	Handwriting
	Seating
	Getting dressed
	Eating and mealtimes


	Dental care
	Potty training 
	Bedtime
	Standing


 
There are many simple things that parents can do to help their child develop important life skills.  Here are some of the areas that many parents and others seek advice about from our service:
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Why Play? 
Play is the first, and perhaps the most important way, to help your child learn.  It’s the way they explore the world and find out more about themselves.  Play offers children the opportunity to relax, express their feelings, experience success and failure and experiment with physical movement. 
 
All children learn through play and exploration but some may benefit from more support than others.  The following play tips are taken from Early Support Wales, which is the Welsh Government mechanism to improve services for disabled children and children with additional needs and their families.
 
 
What can you do? 
· Become your baby’s ‘play partner’ and show your child how to play with their toys. Show them what a toy does, how to get it to make a noise or to move, how to screw or unscrew it, how to hide and find a toy. By demonstrating to your child how to do more interesting things with toys, you can prevent your child getting stuck on repetitive patterns of play. 
· Take turns with your baby as a means to demonstrate how to do something.  Sometimes it’s helpful to have two toys, so that you can both shake a rattle or bounce a ball. 
· Later on, join in with imaginative play to show your child what to do. Imaginative games provide valuable opportunities to teach new language to children. Help your child to link two or three words together as you say ‘Can you wash dolly’s face?’ or ‘Watch me put dolly in the bath’. 
· Use structured play. Children need repetition before they are able to remember and master a task. Your child will benefit if you break down tasks and games into small steps and show them how to complete each step. 
· Use imitation as much as possible. Children tend to be good at learning by imitating or copying other people. 
· Praise your child and avoid frustration by making sure that most of the time your child gets satisfaction from playing and from toys.  It can be very frustrating trying to do things that are beyond your ability.  Your child is likely to experience this when they try to play with toys that need precise finger movements - they will express frustration by throwing or banging.  When a young child gets frustrated, it can be quite hard for him/her to get over it.  Music, holding hands and jigging or dancing are all good ways of getting over upsets. 
· Play somewhere quiet and turn the television off so your child can hear you clearly. 
· Play at your child’s pace. 
· Include siblings or other children of the same age in the games you play, whenever you can. 
· Fix or steady play materials by attaching them to a surface so that they do not move around. 
· Make items bigger so they’re easier to see - or see if you can make parts of the toys you’re playing with bigger, so they’re easier to grasp and handle. 
The Play and Leisure Opportunity Library is a charity local to Swansea who hire out specialist toys and equipment for children, young people and adults with a disability.  A small membership fee will be required and is a great resource for play ideas or to 'try before you buy' and runs some great events and training. There are also lots of great activity ideas at the Sports Wales, Play to Learn website to help your child develop the important motor skills they need for everyday life. 
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Children start to learn about communication from the moment they are born and ‘conversations’ start long before children are able to use spoken language.

As a parent, you can help your child’s language to develop in the following ways:

· Show interest in whatever your child tries to tell you and respond to their ideas; 
· Play alongside your child and at their level; 
· Try to have some quieter times in the house when you cut down background noise. This can help your child to focus attention on talking and on words. 
· Help your child understand when you are talking to them, by saying their name at the beginning of a sentence; 
· Make your face expressive and interesting to look at when you talk. This will encourage your child to look at you. If eye contact is particularly difficult for your child, be happy to accept other signs that they are listening, such as a slight turn towards you; 
· Use a ‘sing-song’ voice when you talk. Most adults find it natural to use more intonation when they talk to young children and this is for a reason - it makes it easier for children to pick out or discriminate spoken language that is directed at them and makes it more interesting for them to listen to. 
· Enjoy some action songs together and try some listening games like: 
· clapping games, where you clap a particular pattern, followed by your child who imitates, trying to clap the same pattern
· choosing the right picture or toy animal when you make an animal noise (for example, your child points to a picture of a cow when you say ‘moo’)
· traditional games, such as musical bumps
· Comment on what your child is doing, even before he has any words to use; 
· Allow silence when it seems to give your child time to organize their thoughts; 
· Spend more time with your child than you might otherwise do, talking, sharing books together and singing nursery rhymes and other childhood songs; 
· Provide clear choices - this might help your child learn new words; 
· Try to respond to any attempt that your child makes to communicate e.g. looking back and smiling, repeating any sounds your child produces, giving clear feedback about whether they have communicated successfully. For example, you might say ‘Yes, that’s right, it is a spoon’. 
 
Words for Life is a new website which gives you an idea about the communication milestones your baby and child might reach as they grow. They include ideas for fun activities you can do together to help your children develop their skills.
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 Tantrums 
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Children have tantrums because they are letting us know that something is upsetting them and they need help to manage their feelings. As Eileen Hayes points out on the Super Nanny website, every child will throw a tantrum at some point.  Temper tantrums usually start at around 18 months and are very common at that age. One in five two-year-olds has a temper tantrum every day.
 
One reason for this is that two-year-olds want to express themselves but find it difficult. They feel frustrated and the frustration comes out as a tantrum. Once a child can talk more they’re less likely to have tantrums. By the age of four, tantrums are far less common.
 
These ideas may help you to cope with tantrums when they happen:
· Find out why the tantrum is happening. Is your child tired or hungry; frustrated or jealous, maybe of another child? They may need time, attention and love, even though they’re not being very loveable. 
· Understand and accept your child’s anger. You probably feel the same way yourself at times, but you can express it in other ways. 
· Find a distraction. If you think your child is starting a tantrum, find something to distract them with straight away. This could be something you can see out of the window. Say, for example, "Look! A cat". Make yourself sound as surprised and interested as you can. 
· Wait for it to stop. Losing your temper or shouting back won’t end the tantrum. Giving in won’t help in the long term. If you’ve said no, don’t change your mind and say yes just to end the tantrum. Otherwise, your child will start to think that tantrums can get them what they want. For the same reason, it doesn’t help to bribe them with sweets or treats. If you’re at home, try going into another room for a while. Make sure your child can’t hurt themselves first. 
· Be prepared when you're out shopping. Tantrums often happen in shops. This can be embarrassing, and embarrassment makes it harder to stay calm. Keep shopping trips short. Start by going out to buy one or two things only, and build up from there. Involve your child in the shopping by talking about what you need and letting them help you. 
For further information and advice on childhood tantrums visit Ready Steady Toddler, baby centre and KidsHealth®.

Parenting and encouragement tips for tricky moments and common behaviours.
Hitting, biting, kicking and fighting
Most young children occasionally bite, hit or push another child. Toddlers are curious and may not understand that biting or pulling hair hurts. This doesn’t mean your child will grow up to be aggressive. Here are ways to teach your child that this behaviour is unacceptable:
· Don’t hit, bite or kick back. This could make your child think it’s acceptable to do this. Instead, make it clear that what they’re doing hurts and that you won’t allow it. 
· Take them out of the situation. If you’re with other children, say you’ll leave or ask the other children to leave unless your child's behaviour improves. You must be prepared to carry this out if you want it to work. 
· Put your child in another room. If you’re at home, try this for a short period. Check that they're safe before you leave them.  
· Talk to them. Children often go through phases of being upset or insecure, and express their feelings by being aggressive. Finding out what’s worrying them is the first step to being able to help. 
· Show them you love them, but not their behaviour. Children may be behaving badly because they need more love. Show you love them by praising good behaviour and giving them plenty of cuddles when they're not behaving badly. 
· Help them let their feelings out in another way. Find a big space, such as a park, and encourage your child to run and shout. Letting your child know that you recognise their feelings will make it easier for them to express themselves without hurting anyone else. You could try saying things like: “I know you’re feeling angry about…". As well as showing you recognise their frustration, it will help them be able to name their own feelings and think about them. 
Ask an expert. If you’re seriously concerned about your child’s behaviour, talk to your health visitor or GP.  
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[image: Child Writing]We have computers; why learn to write? 

The National Handwriting Association highlight how in recent years, modern technology has dramatically changed the way we communicate through writing. However, despite the increased use of computers for writing, the skill of handwriting remains important in education, employment and in everyday life. 
 
So how can you help your child? 
Time devoted to the teaching and learning of letter formation in the early years will pay off.  The British Association for Early Childhood Education provides some excellent general advice on how you as a caring adult can help develop children’s early writing. 
 
 
They recommend that to help your child learn to write:
· Understand that learning to write takes a few years. 
· Avoid ‘correcting’ or ‘teaching’ as children can lose interest in doing it at all. 
· Help them enjoy the process of mark-making and with regular praise for anything they produce they will write more often and so get better at it. 
· Provide endless supplies of paper, crayons, felt tips and paint. Young children will be happy with rolls of old wallpaper and scrap. 
· Relax and even start working alongside your child on your own piece of paper when they have got going. 
· Try mark making outdoors by getting out some chalks. This is great for helping children to learn to control their movements and the chalk won’t leave any permanent damage. 
· For happy early mark-making: 
· be ready to join in the drawing and painting
· look out for washable paints and felt tips
· show children how you write
· write notes and letters to your child
· avoid ‘teaching’ and ‘correcting’ children

Their advice also provides some useful guidance on common worries that parents may have regarding their child’s handwriting.  Please read through this information, try some of the techniques and speak with your child’s teacher first about your concerns before contacting our specialist service.
 
Above all, mark-making must be fun for children and remember that children need to see the adults around them writing. If you struggle with reading or writing as an adult and would like help with this contact The National Literacy Trust, who are a national charity dedicated to raising literacy levels in the UK.
 
Useful resources that will help you with ideas include the Make and Colour section of CBeebies and the craft section of Sesame Street. Enjoy! 
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Getting dressed can sometimes be difficult for children for a number of reasons. 
 
The Center on the Social and Emotional Foundations for Early Learning explains what to expect of your child for their age, some of the common reasons why and gives some simple tips on how to promote independence in your child. 
  
To help your child learn to dress themselves:
 
· Get down on your child’s level and get their attention. 
· Break each task into simple steps and use positive rather than negative words e.g. “it’s time to put on your jumper”, not “stop messing around”. 
· Make things clearer by placing clothes out in the order they need to go on e.g. underwear, socks, skirt/trousers, t-shirt, jumper. 
· Demonstrate each stage to your child and give hand over hand help if needed so they feel successful. 
· Use “first and then” phrases to encourage then to engage e.g. “first put on your shoes, then we can go out”. 
· Offer choice to increase their motivation e.g. “which t-shirt to you want to wear?” 
· Let them know you understand it may be hard for them to do “I know it’s hard to put on your socks. Let me help.” 
· Practice and encourage when they are first learning and celebrate when each stage is completed. 
 
How your child is sat is also important when they are getting dressed.  Make sure that your child is sat in a stable, comfortable position e.g. with their back against a wall or bed or on a step with their feet on the floor.  This means they can focus on dressing rather than on staying sat upright.
 
If your child is interested, they’ll be more cooperative, so make dressing fun. Above all be patient – for some children, learning just takes a little more time.
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Eating and mealtimes
[image: child feedin dad apple]It's natural for parents to worry about whether their child is getting enough food, especially if they refuse to eat sometimes. NHS Choices advises not to worry about what your child eats in a day, or if they don't eat everything in a meal.
 
It's more important to think about what they eat over a week.
 
As long as your child is active and gaining weight, and it's obvious they're not ill, then they’re getting enough to eat, even if it may not seem like it to you.
It’s perfectly normal for toddlers to refuse to eat or even taste new foods. As long as your child eats some food from the four main food groups (milk and dairy products, starchy foods, fruit and vegetables, protein), even if it’s always the same favourites, you don't need to worry. Gradually introduce other foods or go back to the foods your child didn’t like before and try them again.
 
If every meal seems like a battleground - food refusal, thrown food, fussy eating habits - try to keep calm and consider the following:
· A healthy child will never willingly starve themselves if they have access to a variety of wholesome food. 
· Keep a chart for a week and write down everything your toddler eats if you're really worried. You'll probably be surprised by how much they manage to get through. 
· Giving a vitamin supplement may be useful if your child is a very poor eater. 
· You have nothing to worry about if they are consistently growing despite a small appetite. Keep an eye on their height and weight gains to help monitor this. 
· Don't cater to their every whim. You will promote fussy eating if you keep offering different food choices until they accept one. If you want to give a choice of food, keep the choice to two. 
· Keep snacking to a minimum so they’re hungry at mealtimes and will be more willing to eat. 
· Try to eat with your toddler - even if it's a snack. They’ll be more willing to sit down and eat if they have company and comes to understand that eating can be a social activity. 
· Have meals and snacks at predictable times and eat and drink at the table. 
· Offer water to drink between meals. 
· Make mealtimes a non-stressful experience for a child. Stress decreases appetite and children will avoid mealtimes if they perceive it as a stressful time. 
· Don’t use dessert as reward. This reinforces the idea of having to eat “bad food” to get “good food”. 
· It’s okay to leave food. 
· Include preferred foods at every meal. 
· Get your child involved in meal planning and preparation as is developmentally appropriate. Include them in: shopping, choosing foods, preparing and cooking foods, setting the table, serving food etc. 
· Let your child choose the plates and cups they use at meal times.  This will help make mealtimes more interesting and takes the focus away from the food. 
· Don’t wipe their hands or face or the table until the end of the meal. Some children need the opportunity to stir and mix food and smear it on the highchair tray as a preparation for taking a spoonful. Small amounts of food play at mealtimes are very appropriate for young children. 
If you have a very resistant eater at your table, redefine “success”. Children are taking risks and showing progress when they do any of the following with new foods: smell, touch, poke with a fork, touch to lips, touch to chin, or lick.
 
Even tolerating a new food in the same room or on the table is success. All of these activities are worthy of big praise. It is important to recognize these as signs of success, even though they have not actually taken a bite.

We have selected some websites that we think would be useful for further information. Please click on the links below.
 
Change4Life
BDA Food Facts for Healthy Eating Advice: https://www.bda.uk.com/foodfacts/healthyeatingchildren.pdf  
NHS Choices Fussy Eaters: http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/pregnancy-and-baby/Pages/fussy-eaters.aspx
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[image: child brushing teeth with mum]It is important to brush our teeth every day to remove plaque, bacteria and food debris, keep teeth and gums healthy and protect against bleeding gums, gum disease and tooth decay. 
 
To ensure your child minimizes these risks it is important to establish twice daily brushing of their teeth.
 
Introducing tooth brushing into the daily routine:
· Carry out tooth brushing at the same time each day using the same technique so that it becomes part of the routine. 
· Carry out tooth brushing in the most comfortable/familiar room to minimise anxiety. 
· Make it a fun activity, play some favourite music or sing a song and get the family involved. 
· Brush yours at the same time and go through each brushing stage together. Encourage them to copy you. 
· ‘Tell-Show-Do’ approach: tell them what you are going to do, show them how to do it and then brush the teeth. It may help to demonstrate and brush yours or ‘teddy’s' teeth first. 
· Put a tooth brushing picture chart on a wall where brushing takes place and follow each stage to aid brushing. Research shows that picture /visual aids help to improve oral hygiene. 
· Try to avoid showing your frustration as this may increase anxiety. Try to create a fun atmosphere. 
· Introduce a reward system/chart. For example, a tick/colouring chart after each brushing session and a reward may be given for a week of successful brushing. 
Mum in the Madhouse provides some fun and helpful tips on how to encourage teeth brushing with your children so you can establish this important daily routine that they will continue into adulthood.
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Children are able to control their bladder and bowels when they're physically ready and when they want to be dry and clean. Every child is different, so it's best not to compare your child with others. 

 NHS Choices advises the following:
· Most children can control their bowels before their bladder. 
· By the age of two, some children will be dry during the day, but this is still quite early. 
· By the age of three, 9 out of 10 children are dry most days – even then, all children have the odd accident, especially when they're excited, upset or absorbed in something else. 
· By the age of four, most children are reliably dry. 
When to start potty training
It helps to remember that you can't force your child to use a potty. If they're not ready, you won't be able to make them use it. In time they will want to use it – your child won't want to go to school in nappies any more than you would want them to.
 
In the meantime, the best thing you can do is to encourage the behaviour you want.
 
Most parents start thinking about potty training when their child is around 18 to 24 months old, but there's no perfect time. It's probably easier to start in the summer, when washed nappies dry more quickly and there are fewer clothes to take off. Do it over a period of time when there are no great disruptions or changes to your child's or your family's routine.
 
You can try to work out when your child is ready. There are a number of signs that your child is starting to develop bladder control:
· they know when they've got a wet or dirty nappy 
· they get to know when they're passing urine and may tell you they're doing it 
· the gap between wetting is at least an hour (if it's less, potty training may fail and at the very least will be extremely hard work for you) 
· they know when they need to pee and may say so in advance 
Potty training is usually fastest if your child is at the last stage before you start the training. If you start earlier, be prepared for a lot of accidents as your child learns.
 
There are many online resources to help you start potty training your toddler, including baby centre, nct and Ready Steady Toddler!
To help you get started they advise:
· Be prepared. Talk to your toddler about what you are going to do, and decide what you're going to call wee and poo! 
· Start with a potty as it is easy to get on and off, and can be moved around the house.  However, you may want to buy a training seat to attach to your toilet.  If your child uses a toilet seat, you'll also need a footstep so your child can stabilise himself with his feet and push when he's having a poo. It will also allow him to get on and off the loo independently. 
· Try using training pants for your toddler instead of, or as well as, proper underwear. Cloth training pants are similar to regular pants, but have an absorbent pad inside to cope with small accidents. Wearing real underwear may encourage your toddler to use his potty. You could let him choose some pants which have his favourite cartoon character on them
·  Seeing you use the toilet will help your toddler to understand the purpose of a toilet. If you have a son, try teaching him to wee sitting down to begin with.
· Be consistent. Take things slowly to begin with. 
· Encourage your toddler to sit on the potty once a day. This may be after breakfast, before his bath, or whenever he's likely to have a poo.
·  Sit your child on the potty after he has just had a wet or dirty nappy. This reinforces where the wee and poo is meant to go and encourages him to accept it as part of his routine.
·  Never restrain him or force him to sit there and don't push the issue if he seems scared. If he's not interested, just put a nappy back on him and put the potty aside for a few weeks before trying again. At this stage, you just want him to get used to the potty. If you persist when your child is not ready, he'll get upset and you'll become increasingly frustrated, turning toilet training into a battle-ground.
· Let everyone who looks after your child know that you're going to start potty training. Grandparents, nursery staff or childminders all need to use the same, consistent approach. 
· Demonstrate how it is done. Children learn by copying. 
· Talk about how you can tell it's time for you to go to the toilet. Show him how you wipe with toilet paper, pull up your underwear, flush the toilet, and then wash your hands.
· Expect to help your toddler with these activities for some time, especially with wiping after a poo.
· Keep calm! Your child will have several accidents before being completely trained, in the day and night. It can be frustrating, but don't get angry or punish him. Mastering the process will take time. When he has an accident, calmly clean it up without any fuss and suggest that next time he tries to use his potty instead. Sit him on the potty afterwards, to show him where the wee or poo should have gone.  
 
Accidents are part of the potty training process. But if there are lots of accidents and very little progress, go back to nappies and shelve potty training for a while. Your toddler may not be ready yet.
 
It doesn't mean that you've failed, and it's the best thing to do if you want potty training to work in the long-run.
 
It usually takes a little longer to learn to stay dry throughout the night. Although most children learn this between the ages of three and five, it is estimated that a quarter of three-year-olds and one in six five-year-olds wet the bed.  Again, visit baby centre for further advice on night time continence. 
 
For more specialist advice please contact your GP, Health Visitor or refer to ERIC (Education and Resources for Improving Childhood Continence) a national charity that supports children with continence problems and campaigns for better childhood continence care.
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Bedtime

[image: Childrens bedroom]Experts acknowledge that sleep plays a significant role in brain development, and it is therefore important for children to get enough sleep as their bodies grow and mature. Plus it’s vital for your relationship that you and your partner have time to yourselves, too. 
 
Routine
Establishing a regular evening routine leading up to a consistent bedtime helps your child learn the importance of going to bed and keeps difficult or avoidant behaviour to a minimum. 
 
· Involve your child in regular exercise earlier in the day as this may also help them sleep. The Change4Life campaign provides some great ideas on how you can help your child to be more active. 
· Encourage quieter activities at the end of the day such as reading, colouring or drawing. 
· Play calming background music and keep your voice calm and low. 
· Giving your child a warm bath before bed can help them relax and maintain calm.  
· Avoid activities which will cause excitement leading up to bedtime e.g. spinning, running around, jumping, and climbing and high activity television or computer games. 
· Sit with your child and read books before bedtime and consider allowing the use of bedtime story tapes or calming music. 
· Try to avoid checking your watch or hurrying things along. 
· Avoid foods that contain caffeine or large amounts of refined sugar, as these make sleeping more difficult. 
 
Environment
Consider your child’s bedroom, which may be very busy and stimulating:
· Organise the toys and games so that they can be put away or put out of sight at night. 
· Minimise busy wall displays or decorations 
· Use dark curtains or blackout blinds to reduce the light stimulation.  
· A night-light may help if your child dislikes the dark. 
· Use heavy duvets/blankets or a sleeping bag during colder months to provide consistent deeper pressure around the body. 
· Change to a sleeping bag made from a sheet or lightweight fabric in the summer to avoid losing bedclothes during the night. 
Again, NHS Choices has some excellent advice on how to manage common sleep problems in children.
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