
Things young kids do that make us 
wonder (and even worry)

Is it normal?  
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Sooner or later, every parent asks 
this question. Your tiny, helpless 
baby has metamorphosed into an 
individual with ideas, moods, and 
plans of her own. She is energetic 
and willful, and her developing 
skills and vocabulary thrill you — 
and occasionally alarm you, too. 

In fact, psychologist John Duffy 
says parents should expect — and 
even welcome — some acting out. 
“I worry about the perfect kids, 
the kids who never test limits,” 
Duffy says.  

“When a parent tells me, ‘She’s 
been perfect since she was 2,’ I 
worry. To me, that’s a red flag; it’s 
a sign of an anxious child. When 
I hear there’s a little mischief — 
that’s a good thing.” 

Normal or not, it’s your job as a 
parent to teach your young child 
about right and wrong, limits, 
and consequences. Learn what 
experts say about common 
preschool behaviors — and how 
to turn mischief into teachable 
moments.
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“Do other kids do this?”
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Do you find yourself repeating such phrases over 
and over, day after day? Pediatrician Laurel Schultz 
says that’s exactly what you should be doing.

“Remember that your child hasn’t been around 
that long; it’s your job to teach the rules,” Schultz 
says. “Parents say, ‘I tried that but it didn’t work!’ 
And I say, ‘Did you try it 500 times? A thousand 
times?’ As parents, we have to model good 
manners and hope that they become reflexive over 
time. For most kids they do.” 

If your child hurts another child’s feelings, don’t 
force an immediate apology. Instead, talk about 
what your child can do to rectify the situation.  
Schultz describes an incident when her son 
stomped on another child’s lunchbox. “It was a girl 
he liked and I think he did it out of pure devotion, 
but she was very upset,” Schultz recalls. She talked 
to her son about what he could do to help the girl 
feel better. 

“He drew her a picture covered with hearts, and 
he spent a lot of time on it. I think that was a more 
meaningful lesson than if he’d been shamed into 
saying he was sorry.”

If your child hurts another by accident, turn the 
incident into a lesson on empathy. Talk about how 
the other child might feel, and suggest a hug or a 
homemade card. “It’s not an apology as much as 
a human gesture, and it shows that we feel better 
when we reach out and try to help,” Schultz says. 

It takes time for kids to learn respect and 
compassion, but if you’re patient the results can 
be magical. Eric Wilson, a teacher at Pacific 
Primary Preschool in San Francisco, says these 
breakthroughs are the best part of his job: “When 
I see kids, particularly the kids who had a tough 
time in the beginning, being nice to each other, 
stepping up and helping each other — we see 
these beautiful moments, and they are the 
highlight of my year.”
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After Meredith, age 4, got home from a friend’s 
house, her mother received an unexpected phone 
call. The friend’s mother was calling to ask if 
Meredith had the key to their back door. It was an 
old wrought iron key, and during her visit, Meredith 
had admired it and asked to hold it. 

When her mother asked about the key, Meredith 
said she didn’t have it, then burst into tears. She 
showed her mother where she’d hidden the key: in 
her box of special things. “It’s so beautiful, I wanted 
to have it!” she confessed in a wash of tears.

Parents are understandably concerned if their 
young child takes something from someone 
else, but such behavior doesn’t mean the child 
is destined for a life of crime. In fact, pediatrician 
Laurel Schultz says she doesn’t like to use the word 
“stealing” when small children are involved. 

“If your child takes another child’s toy, or puts 
an action figure into her pocket at the store, you 
have to look at intent. The intent is, ‘I really want 

that thing!’ Kids get overwhelmed by the desire 
for something. To me it isn’t stealing — it’s normal 
preschool behavior.” 

The same goes for lying, according to Schultz. 
“When a child says, ‘I didn’t take that toy!’ I 
tell parents to insert the word ‘wish’ into the 
sentence. Your child means, ‘I wish I didn’t take 
that toy. I wish I wasn’t going to get into trouble!’”

If your child takes something that isn’t hers, say 
something like, “I bet you wish you didn’t hide 
Mommy’s car keys.” Explain that the behavior has 
consequences — hiding the keys made the family 
late, for example. Keep the conversation short.  
If your child comes to you to admit what she’s done, 
be sure to offer praise and encouragement. 

Psychologist John Duffy agrees that taking 
things and telling white lies are normal parts of 
development: “These kinds of behaviors are 
a child’s way of figuring out boundaries and 
learning about the world.”
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So happy to see you — they fall apart
Daniel told everyone he loved his new preschool, 
but when his mother came to pick him up, he’d 
often burst into tears and cling to her as if she’d 
been gone for days.

Such behavior sets off parental guilt alarms, but 
preschool teacher Eric Wilson says he sees it all the 
time — and it doesn’t mean the child is miserable, 
or that the preschool is a bad fit. “Little kids have 
to work hard all day to keep it together and they 
don’t have the tools to say, ‘I’m tired, I’m so glad 
to see you!’ They fall apart instead,” he says.

Meltdowns are normal in the toddler and preschool 
years. Very young children are often overwhelmed 
by their feelings and don’t have the words to 
express themselves yet. 

While occasional meltdowns are probably 
unavoidable, they’re more likely to occur when a 
child is hungry, thirsty, overtired, or overstimulated. 
You can head off meltdowns by planning ahead and 
paying attention to your child’s individual needs and 

rhythms. If your child is easily overstimulated, for 
example, don’t commit to an afternoon at the zoo 
and dinner at Aunt Susie’s on the same day. Keep 
meals and bedtime consistent, and carry snacks 
and water on outings.

Defiance is a sign of your child’s growing sense 
of autonomy and independence. Your child is 
developing a mind — and a will — of his own, and 
you’ll have fewer clashes if you respect his desire 
to have some control over his experience. If it’s 
time to leave the park, for example, or a play date, 
give your child a 10 minute warning so the transition 
won’t come as a surprise. Give your child choices 
when you can. Make it clear that health and safety 
issues — like brushing teeth or riding in a car seat 
— aren’t negotiable, but don’t stress the small stuff.

“Pick your battles,” advises pediatrician Laurel 
Schultz. “If your 3-year-old wants to wear PJs to 
school, let him!”
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g “He bit me!”
When Emma’s mother picked her up at preschool, 
the little girl proudly showed the colorful band-aid 
on her arm. “Anthony bit me,” she said matter-
of-factly. The teacher told Emma’s mother that 
Anthony and Emma had both been grabbing the 
same toy when Anthony bit Emma. The bite was 
small, but Emma’s mother was so upset that she 
considered switching preschools. 

Biting is a form of aggression that seems particularly 
savage, especially if your child is the target, but 
teacher Eric Wilson says it’s normal preschool 
behavior. Small children typically bite or hit because 
they don’t have the words to express their feelings 
of anger, frustration, or fear. 

“We usually see it in the younger kids,” says 
Wilson, who teaches at Pacific Primary Preschool. 
“They’re still learning to communicate. The more 
they can communicate, the less they are going 
to bite.”

 “Kids get overwhelmed by their feelings and 
that’s normal — but that doesn’t make it okay,” 

pediatrician Laurel Schultz says. “Your job as a 
parent is to teach your child what’s okay and what’s 
not. And not just once; you’ll have to teach them 
over and over because that is how kids learn.”

If your child hits or bites, speak to her in simple 
language: “No biting. Biting hurts.” Then sit with 
your child quietly as a way of hitting the “reset” 
button: you are removing your child from the 
stimulus and allowing her to calm down. Schultz 
emphasizes that discipline is about teaching, not 
punishment; you should never hit or shame your 
child. When your child is calm, suggest other ways 
to express frustration. 

Wilson says teachers at Pacific Primary take biting 
incidents seriously. “When it happens, we talk 
about respecting other people’s bodies and 
feelings, and we help kids learn to use their 
words. In some cases, we have a teacher shadow 
the child. For most kids it’s a phase that doesn’t 
last long.”
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Princesses, superheroes, animals, monsters – it’s all good!
The preschool teacher was new and she’d never 
seen anything like it before. One of her students, a 
3-year-old boy, desperately wanted to be a dog. He 
rarely dropped his doggy persona. When she asked 
him a question, he replied with a bark. Concerned, 
she told his mother she suspected he might have 
autism; she recommended he be evaluated for early 
intervention. The worried mother took him to see his 
pediatrician, Laurel Schultz. 

There was nothing wrong with the boy, says 
Schultz. “Ages 2 to 6 are called ‘the magic 
years’ for a reason. It’s all about fantasy and 
imagination, and we should do everything we can 
to encourage it because it’s such an important 
part of child development.”

Princesses, superheroes, animals, monsters — it’s 
all good. “Even if kids are dressing up as cops and 

robbers and using Legos to make guns — I’d rather 
see that kind of creative play than see kids sitting in 
front of the TV,” Schultz says. 

Cross-dressing is also typical preschool behavior, 
and parents and teachers shouldn’t discourage 
it. Schultz advises parents to mix it up when it 
comes to gender stereotypes by giving boys dolls 
as well as trucks, for example. At Pacific Primary 
Preschool, teacher Eric Wilson will occasionally put 
on a dress or wear a pink shirt to spark a discussion 
about gender and norms and stereotypes. 

Some parents also worry if their child has an 
imaginary friend or two, but this is just another 
expression of a young child’s rich imagination. 
Says Schultz, “It might be a different story if the 
child were 8 years old and still talking to imaginary 
friends, but in preschool I say the more the merrier!” 


