The Seven Essential Life Skills Every Child Needs
PRESCRIPTIONS FOR LEARNING

Always Saying “No!”
Promoting the Life Skill of Communicating in Toddlers
Six Strategies That Work in Moving from Managing Children’s Behavior to Promoting Life Skills
Question: My two year old is always telling me “No!” How do I get her to say “Yes” sometimes?
All children are uncooperative—at least some of the time. While it is frustrating, this kind of behavior is normal in young
children and actually represents a positive milestone in their development.
According to the American Academy of Pediatrics,
[T]he all-purpose word “No!” signals [your child’s] desire for choice and autonomy, and the seeming defiance
and negativism … are actually assertions of an emerging sense of [his/her] own identity.
You can support your child’s early independence while, at the same time, encouraging her to express herself in ways that
work for both of you by promoting the life skill of Communicating.
Andrew Meltzoff of the University of Washington reveals just how attuned young children are to the
reactions and responses of the important adults in their lives:
[Young children] recognize your emotional expressions and use this to learn ... When something unexpected
happens, they will rapidly look to [your] face, trying to “read” the adult’s emotional reaction. They are
watching and learning from you!
1. Think about how you are responding. Your child looks to you for cues about how to respond in all kinds of situations,
especially ones in which she feels out of control, like when she can’t do something she wants to do. Your tone of voice,
body language and facial expressions all send messages to your child.
• Do your best to role model the way you want your child to behave—even when she is saying “No” all the time. Children
learn more from how you behave than from what you say.
• If you need to calm down because your child’s saying “No” is getting annoying, take a step away if possible. This
shows your child the importance of using self control in order to communicate successfully and gives you time to think
about things more clearly.
• It is also important to think about what else is going on. Is your daughter more likely to say “No” when she is tired or
hungry? Sometimes a snack at the right time can be helpful.
Most crucial of all is for you to let your child know that you are there for her and love her, even when she is saying “No” to
everything.
Knowing this negativity is a positive developmental milestone that will pass is helpful. So, instead of thinking of your child
as a willful or disobedient person, think of these toddler years as providing a great opportunity for you to help her learn to
communicate in more diverse ways.
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2. Be intentional about setting limits—what you are saying and how you say it.
• You are the one setting the limits and she needs to respond, but the way you set limits can lead to more or less
cooperation. Rather than asking: “Are you ready to get dressed?” (when it isn’t really a question—she needs to get
dressed) try saying: “It’s time to get dressed.” Make sure to use an encouraging and positive tone.
• Give your child reasons behind your requests. This helps her understand why you are asking her to do something: “We
are going to clean up your toys so that we’ll know where to find them next time.”
• Praise your child’s efforts at Communicating and cooperating. Be specific about the behavior you want to reinforce:
“Thank you for telling me you don’t want to wear your sweater because you are hot. We will bring it with us in case it
gets colder.”
In their book Meaningful Differences in the Everyday Experience of Young Children, Betty Hart and Todd
R. Risley found—on the basis of an observational study following parents and children beginning at nine
months through 36 months—that parents use two different types of language in talking with their children.
One is business talk—like “Stop that” or “Do this”—that expresses the adult’s needs. The other is extra
talk—where parents talk about “what if,” “remember” and “what do you think” or use other words that
respond to, elaborate and extend what their children are doing or saying.
3. Be a communication role model, using “extra talk.” A big part of Communicating is figuring out what you want
to say and how to say it so that you will be understood. By being a communication example, you can help your child
sharpen these skills:
• Reflect back to your child what her words are telling you. Sometimes young children like to say the word “No”
even if they mean something else. Make sure to clarify with your child so that she is aware of the message she is
communicating: “You said you don’t want any more dinner. Is your stomach full?”
• Use open-ended questions instead of those that require a yes/no answer. These are questions that start with “who,”
“what,” “where,” “when” and “why.” Even if your child can’t give you full answers to these questions yet, you are
encouraging her to think beyond her immediate response.
4. Encourage your child to express herself in many different ways. Support your child to explore how to express
herself with and without words. Activities like painting, music and movement are all great ways to express thoughts and
feelings freely.
• Ask her to tell you about her drawings and write down her words. Children love to be the authors of their own stories.
• Ask her to paint a picture about how she feels when she has to do something she doesn’t want to do. Talk about what
you notice in your child’s creation instead of just complimenting it.
• Play different kinds of music and encourage your child to paint what she hears. This is a great way to get a glimpse of
how your child interprets what she hears.
According to Megan Gunnar of the University of Minnesota, what researchers call “serve and return” is the
foundation for early learning.
Children learn by reaching out … and then having someone respond. Like a game of ball, the [child] serves
and a responsive adult returns the serve.
5. Engage in back and forth conversations and activities with your child. Researchers have compared good
communication to a dance or a ping pong game or a “conversation duet.” This back and forth, back and forth—where
you build on and extend what she says and does—is the foundation of relationships and communication.
• When your child is saying “No,” you can help her focus on something else that truly interests her.  
• Play games like peekaboo or roll a ball between you and your child to promote the idea of taking turns and responding
to others.
• Throughout the day, repeat your child’s words and sounds back to her and then add on to them.
6. Engage in pretend play. Your child uses pretend play to “replay” and control events in her life. Pretending is a fun way
for your child to practice her communication skills in a supportive and safe environment.
• Join with your child and allow her to take the lead. Instead of taking over and telling your child what to do, be a guide.
Let her be in charge of her play. You can model appropriate language and expand on her ideas.
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• Give your child playful occasions to say “No!” If you are pretending to dress up, put socks on your hands and say: “Is
this where we wear socks? No!” Take turns with your child to come up with silly situations where she can say “No!” as
much as she wants.
These six strategies will promote the life skill of Communicating and move from managing children’s
behavior to promoting life skills in fun and doable ways.
Communicating is much more than understanding language, speaking, reading and writing—it is the skill of determining
what one wants to communicate and realizing how our communications will be understood by others. It is the skill that
teachers and employers feel is most lacking today.

Mind in the Making (MITM), at The Bezos Family Foundation, is an unprecedented effort to share the science of children’s learning with the general public,
families and professionals who work with them. Based on Mind in the Making: The Seven Essential Life Skills Every Child Needs (HarperCollins, 2010) by Ellen
Galinsky, Chief Science Officer at The Bezos Family Foundation, its mission is to promote Executive Function life skills in adults and through them in children
in order to keep the fire for learning burning brightly in all of us.
Prescriptions for Learning were created with funding from the Popplestone Foundation.
Visit us at mindinthemaking.org. Follow us on Facebook.com/MindInTheMaking.
© 2016 The Bezos Family Foundation. All rights reserved.
Disclaimer: Any advisory or instructional information included on this tip sheet is intended as general advice only and should not be considered advice that will necessarily apply to any specific circumstance
or to any individual child. Parents and other individuals are advised to receive professional advice or counseling from a qualified professional familiar with your unique situation before selecting the appropriate
care or educational procedures to be used. Neither The Bezos Family Foundation nor any individuals named herein will be responsible for the results of your acting solely on these recommendations.

Page 3

