
An important form of  play in 
early childhood is sometimes called 
fantasy or pretend play. This type of  
play usually involves imaginary roles 
for the child as well as imaginary 
companions.

By three years of  age, children 
want to try out many different roles 
experienced in the real world: father, 
mother, doctor, nurse, police officer 
or fire fighter.

A child may use pretend play to 
assume the role of  some superhero 
that he has seen on television or in 
a movie. Or maybe he makes up his 
own character.

Sometimes a child may reenact 
a previous experience, positive or 
negative, that he changes to suit his 
own purpose. For example, if  some 
monster on television frightened him, 
he might later change the part to a 
kind monster for the story to have a 
happy ending.

Preschool children frequently 
create imaginary companions in their 
play. At this age it is perfectly normal 
to have make-believe friends.

Usually by the time a child goes 
to school, his interests will shift from 
imaginary to realistic activities.

Imaginary companions are use-
ful for several reasons. They provide 
comfort and support for the young 
child when needed since they always 

behave as the child wants.

For example, when a young child 
has to deal with the conflict between 
the need for being cared for and the 
need to be independent, it’s possible 
for him to be both a baby and a baby 
doll’s caregiver.

Imaginary companions can also 
serve as useful scapegoats that can be 
blamed and corrected as needed (for 
having soiled pants, for example).

It doesn’t help to tell a preschooler 
that his imaginary companions don’t 
exist. 

They enable him to experience his 
own developing sense of  self. And he 
does this in the safe environment of  
imaginary friends over whom he can 
exercise complete control.

In this safe pretend world, a young 
child will often display strong expres-
sions of  emotion. This provides both 
a release of  tension and a means to 
explore a whole new world of  feel-
ings. o

Developmental

Children love to pretend

Discipline

Parents can be 
cranky, too!

Even the best parents have days 
when they’re ready to give up. 

But instead if  trying to be perfect, 
allow yourself  to step off  the pedestal 
once in a while.

Sensitivity, warmth, and enthu-
siasm are all admirable, desirable 
qualities for parents. 

But parents are also human be-
ings, and human beings are subject to 
fatigue, illness, and emotional stress.

While it is never acceptable to 
become abusive with your child, it 
is okay to be cranky or maybe just 
worn out. 

Parenting is a demanding job. And 
just like any other joy, you’ll have good 
days … and not-so-good days.

Son, don’t be so hard on yourself  
when your child gets on your nerves. 
Give yourself  a break. Be cranky if  
that’s what works today. 

Tomorrow is another day. o
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As children learn to rein in their 
words and actions, they develop the 
ability to master their urges, rather 
than give in to them immediately. 

This is a first step to being able 
to take over aspects of  one’s life, 
rather than have those aspects rule 
the individual. 

Learning that “no” means some-
thing helps children slowly develop 
respect for others. 

The original request or temper 
tantrum centers only on the child 
herself, what it is that she wants. 

By not allowing children to win 
through temper tantrums, parents 
help children learn to show consid-
eration for others. 

Temper tantrums disregard any-
one except the child himself. Children 
may not agree with the parent’s view-
point, but they are asked to respect 
that others have rights.

Understanding that we don’t get 
everything in the world we want, or 
when we want it, helps children to 
develop patience. 

Delayed gratification lies at the 
base of  learning to wait for desirable 
things, of  learning that a goal may not 
come immediately. 

“No” judiciously applied helps 
children learn something about the 
realities of  life, that the world does 
not in fact revolve around their needs 
and wants, and that others may not 
quickly grant their every wish. 

These are valuable lessons to learn 
before venturing into college, or the 
world of  work and relationships.

So, ignore the stares of  fellow 
shoppers, and stick to your guns. That 
“no” has long-term, lasting value.  
❏	

Grandma Says

The power of  a word
If  someone told you that you 

could shape your young child’s orien-
tation towards becoming a successful 
adult by doing one thing during his or 
her early years, my guess is that you 
would do it. 

Who doesn’t want their children 
to become successful, well-rounded 
adults?

Well, here is that one thing: Re-
spond firmly when necessary with the 
word, “No.” 

Even more specifically, be clear 
about the “no” when your youngster 
is having a temper tantrum to try to 
get his/her own way about something. 
There is specific teaching power in 
that one word.

Now this is not as simple as it first 
sounds. In life’s stressful moments, 
many parents may be tempted to 
give in to the demands and tantrums 
employed by youngsters to get what 
they want—-think of  the classic gro-
cery store exhibition, of  the red-faced 
child screaming to get the candy she/
he wants. 

After all, who wants to be sub-
jected to the embarrassment of  the 
stares and comments of  others when 
the little ones create a scene? 

It is often difficult to maintain a 
long-term perspective when the short-
term event is so challenging.

Think for a moment about the 
character traits that are developed 
when parents use, and stick to, that 
one little word: “no.” Peace at any 
price may be a very high cost indeed 
to pay for not saying, “no.”

Self-control, the ability to swallow 
one’s impulse and restrain one’s ac-
tions when they are not appropriate, 
is a vital component for successful 
adult lives. 

Behavior

Recognizing fear      
in children

What can you do to recognize 
fear in your child and help her to 
overcome it?

An infant may cry loudly and 
exhibit a startle response—arms 
thrust outward, body rigid—when 
frightened.

Older children’s reactions are 
more varied. They may run, cling 
to an adult, scream, close their eyes, 
and freeze in panic in a frightening 
situation. It is easy to recognize that 
these children are afraid.

But the child who shows an ex-
cessive fascination with spiders—for 
example, constantly asking questions 
about them and always looking for 
them—may be just as worried as 
the child whose fear is obvious in 
his behavior.

When does a child’s fear get to 
the point that it prevents him from 
growing toward independence?

Sandy may be afraid to go walk-
ing in the woods because he may see 
a snake. That is not unusual.

But if  he is afraid to go out of  
the house because he may see a snake 
in the yard or in the street, he has 
developed a fear that keeps him from 
growing toward self-confidence.

If  you suspect that your child 
has such a fear, talk with adults who 
see your child in other situations—a 
nursery school teacher or childcare 
person, or another parent in your 
neighborhood. o
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Something New!

“Grandma Says” is a twice-monthly 
special message that includes general 
parenting tips, words of  encourage-
ment, and children's book reviews. 
To receive your free issues, go to: 

www.GrowingChild.com/
FreeGrandmaSays 

and enter your e-mail address.

Do you hesitate to say no when 
he asks you to do or get something 
for him, even though you really don’t 
want to do what he’s asked?

This kind of  well-meaning sac-
rifice of  your own needs to those 
of  your child is unfair to both you 
and him. 

You don’t give him a chance to 
learn to respect your needs when you 
don’t let him know what they are.

Being either overly demanding 
of  other people or overly sacrificing 
of  one’s own needs usually creates 
problems in relationships.

The continuous sacrifice of  your 
own needs creates negative feelings 
that don’t go away just because you 

don’t want to express them.

They may boil beneath the surface, 
causing you to resent the things you 
used to do for your youngster with 
pleasure. 

Or they may eventually explode in 
anger over an apparently unimport-
ant matter.

Either way, they will interfere with 
your relationship.

It’s important that you treat your 
child in ways that encourage him to 
express his needs and feelings.

It’s equally important that you 
be honest with him about your own 
needs. ❏

The patterns for a child’s relation-
ships with other people are learned in 
his early years.

He learns how to respond to oth-
ers and how to treat them from the 
way he is treated. These patterns are 
carried into his adult life.

You can help your child learn to 
respect the feelings, needs and rights 
of  others without sacrificing his own 
feelings, needs and rights.

The place to start is with your 
relationship with him.

Do you sometimes keep your 
feelings to yourself  when your child 
has done something that annoyed you 
or made you angry because you didn’t 
want to hurt his feelings?

Social Skills

Respecting the rights and feelings of  others

Parenting

Promoting a good self  image
Helping your child learn to feel good about herself  is the most im-

portant job you have as a parent.

Don’t worry if  you sometimes do thing that you don’t feel are helpful 
in building her self-confidence.

What’s important is the consistency of  your behavior. If  you’re usu-
ally helpful and supportive, you won’t do any permanent damage if  you 
occasionally do something that makes your child feel bad.

In fact, you can use these occasions as opportunities to talk to her 
later about her feelings, thus becoming more tuned in to her needs and 
perceptions.

Your example of  turning your mistakes into opportunities for learn-
ing will teach your child to do the same.

Your confidence in yourself  will give her confidence not only in you, 
but in herself  as well.

By your example you will teach her to accept and learn from her 
mistakes, to strive to be the best she can be, and expect to be successful 
in whatever she sets her mind to. o
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