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They Just Say “No” 
 

 

 

Most child development experts agree that there are two primary reasons why toddlers 
say, “no”.  One reason is their limited language ability, and the other is that they are 
following our example when we respond to their testing behaviors.   

Toddlerhood is an important transitional time between babyhood and childhood.  It is 
time when both adults and children need to adjust to this stage of a child’s development.  
Toddlers are asserting and discovering their independence.  They are also beginning to 
realize that they are separate people from their parents.  Toddlers are beginning to 
realize that they have different feelings and wishes all of their own.  They are figuring out, 
and at the same time trying to create, where their identity begins and adult influences 
leave off.  All of this, mixed in with an ever – increasing amount of motor skills and 
coordination lets them feel powerful and more in control of their world.  They not only 
can put on their shoes (even if they do end up on the wrong feet) but they can also 
decide which ones they to wear (even if they don’t match what they’re wearing). 

Toddlers, like adolescents, are trying to create a sense of self.  During this period of 
separation, the easiest way they can do this is to simply resist.  They also show and 
practice their new identity through actions, such as running ahead in public, or 
wandering into the street.  But, it all has the same message. But, it all has the same 
message,  “ I am my own person, and I am separate from you.”  Although this stage can 
be very trying and frustrating at times, it really is a milestone in a child’s development.  It 
is a time when toddlers need support, patience and guidance.  It can also be an exciting 
and amusing time to watch them as they take their first big step toward independence! 

 

Limited Language Skill: 

Toddlers don’t have the expressive vocabulary, nor the intellectual understanding to 
express all of their feelings and conflicts.  A Toddlers compensate for this and make do 
with the easiest and most accessible word, “no”. (over and over and over; its short direct 
and to the point!) 

Teaching a child how to appropriately saying “no” can be a powerful and useful tool, 
especially while toddlers are learning to assert their own boundaries.  Instead of biting or 
lashing out when another child is intruding on their space, a toddler saying, “no” and 
“using their words” is a great alternative.  

 

 



They Follow Our Example: 

With the toddler’s newly acquired motor skills and their natural sense of curiosity, adults 
often end up saying “no” to toddlers quite a bit.  Toddlers learn by imitation, and if they 
are constantly hearing “no” it is inevitable that they will end up using it as well. 

Some of the ways adults can support and model alternatives to “just say no “ is to: 

-‐ give choices  
-‐ redirect their attention to another activity 
-‐ “no” proof the environment 

 

Give Choices 

Let toddlers make choices as often as possible.  Toddlers define themselves by the 
choices they make, including the things to which the decided to say no.  Giving toddlers 
a choice will give them a sense of the independence they are seeking.  You can control 
a situation by controlling the choices.  Some examples of real choices are, “Would you 
like juice or milk?” not “What do you want to drink?  or “Do you want apples or peaches?” 
not “Do you want some fruit?  ”Try to find ways to give toddlers power and independence 
by offering them as many choices as possible. 

 

Redirection 

Redirection works particularly well for toddlers.  For example if a child is climbing all over 
a table, redirect them to a safe place to climb, such as outside on a climbing structure or 
on a stack of pillows, where they won’t get hurt.  Look at the actions that a toddler is 
performing and give her a more appropriate way of using that same action 

Redirection is valuable technique to use when working with the energies of toddlers.  It 
isn’t their energy that should be stopped; it is finding positive and appropriate ways in 
which to channel their energy. 

When two children are in a conflict over a toy, first wait to see if they can settle it 
between themselves.  If they cannot, try to introduce other toys or distract them with 
another activity.  You may end up having to take that toy away for the time being, but a 
child who is passionate about another. 

 

“No” Proof the Environment 

One of the best ways for adults to avoid saying “no” to toddlers is to create a world that 
is safe and fun for toddler exploration.  Create an environment in which they can explore 
safely by removing breakables, padding corners of table, etc.  If you find yourself 
constantly saying “no” 

 To a toddler, set up the environment in such a way that children won’t be tempted to 
keep doing what they are doing.  For instance, put the VCR and other breakables away 
or out of their reach.  Try not to “set them up” for restrictions, and create an environment 



that is really made to welcome a child’s environment that is really made to welcome a 
child’s exploration.  This will cut down or frustrations as well as let the toddler fully 
explore the environment. 

 

Things to Avoid 

Two stances to avoid when working with toddlers are the permissive, “What you want” 
and the authoritarian, “You will not say no to me.”  Both can be quite frightening for 
children.   Have you ever noticed that while they are doing something, toddlers often 
keep one eye on you to be sure that you’re watching them?   A toddler who is testing is 
sending out very clear messages.  She is saying that she needs help in sorting out what 
she can do and what she can’t do.   Establishing clear boundaries and teaching a toddler 
about limitations is something they need and look to us for.   

When they get out of control, or step beyond safe boundaries it can be quite scary for 
them.  They need our help in learning limits that feel safe for them.  They need our help 
in learning limits that feel safe for them, and in helping them to learn their own limits as 
well.  According to internationally known infant and toddler specialist, J. 

Ronald Lally, Ed.D (Parents, Mach 1994), very often adults mistakenly see a toddler’s 
assertion as a challenge to their authority, and worry that unless firm action is taken, 
they will loose control of the child, who may eventually become “willful” or “spoiled”. 

The toddler is not declaring war of wills; only you can turn it into one.  Her “no” is not a 
declaration of power struggle between you.  Rather it is a power quest on her part, as 
her sense of self grows, so does her urge to exercise her distinctive personality.  The 
toddler still sees adults as all-powerful and simply searching for some power of her own.  
Your relationship will become a power struggle only if you make it into one.  Lally 
continues on to say, when toddlers flat out resist, instead of meeting that resistance 
head on, stay confident that you will remain in charge, and don’t push a contest of wills.  
You will only make the child more determined not to do what you want.  Toddlers are too 
young so avoid conflict, so it its up to adults in their lives to direct and redirect the course 
of events.  You need to decide what is really important and what isn’t. For instance, 
going into the street unaccompanied will require a firm and clear stance from you, while 
not eating vegetables may be something that you let go by.  You may be surprised with 
how it is effective to stay flexible and refuse to force the issue. 

 

The last and most important thing to remember is to keep a sense of humor.  These little 
ones are really quite precious, and these early years help to set the stage for later peer 
and adult relationships.  

 

 


