
I’m using my body to explore and learn.  

•Iamwalkingandmayberunningandclimbing.

•Icanscribblewithacrayonandbuilda
blocktower.

•Icanfeedmyself.

I’m using language to understand the world 

around me.

•Icanunderstandsimplequestionsand
directionslikeKick the ball to me.

•Icommunicatebycombiningsoundsand
actions—pointingtoacupandsayingwawa
forwater.

•By18months,Imaysayasmanyas20words.

I am beginning to understand my feelings and  

others’ feelings too.

•Imaytrytocomfortsomeonewhoseemssad.

•Irepeatsoundsandactionsthatmake
someonelaugh.
•Myfeelingscanbehardformetohandle.
Imaystarthavingtantrumsandwillneedyour
helptocalmdown.

I’m becoming a good problem-solver.

•Imaydosomethingoverandover
tofigureouthowitworks.

•Iuseobjectsthewaytheyaresupposedto
beused—liketalkingonatoytelephone.

•IimitatewhatIseeothersdo—liketryingto
wipethetablewithasponge.

Encourage your child to use his fingers 

and hands to explore. Lethimscribble,
tapatoypiano,orholdabubblewand.

Play “baby olympics.”Createsomesafe
challenges—likeclimbingoverastack
ofpillows—foryourchildtomaster.

Ask your child questions:Would you 

like yogurt or a banana for snack?

Put her gestures into words:You’re 

pointing at the bird flying in the sky.

Read, sing together, and make up 

rhymes and stories.Thisbuildsa
loveoflanguageandwords.

Read books that talk about feelings.
Connectwhatyouarereadingtoyourchild’sex-

periences:That little boy in the book felt sad saying 

good-bye to his daddy, just like you do sometimes.

Stay calm during tantrums.Takedeep
breaths,countto10,orwhateverhelps
youtonotreact.Stayingcalmhelps
yourchildrecovermorequickly.

Let your child repeat the same activity, if 

he wants to.Itmaybeboringtoyoubutis
importantpracticeforhim.

Once your child has learned a new skill, 

like throwing the ball, add a twist:Setupa
laundrybasketforhimtotosstheballinto.

What Your Toddler Can Do What You Can Do 

 Your Child’s Development 

15 to 18 Months

Your toddler is using all his new physical, thinking, and language skills 

to be a good problem-solver. He might push a stool to the counter and try 

to climb up as he points to the cookie jar and says something like Mine!  

How do you see your toddler figuring things out?

As you use this resource, remember that your child may develop skills faster or slower than indicated here and still be 
growing just fine. Talk with your child’s health care provider or other trusted professional if you have questions.

Your family’s cultural beliefs and values are also important factors that shape your child’s development.                         

For more information on parenting and child development, go to:  www.zerotothree.org.  



?
My 16-month-old wants to do 

everything by himself, which just isn’t 

possible sometimes.  What can we do?

Be creative. Ifhewantstofeed
himselfbutcan’tyetuseaspoon,
givehimonespoontoholdwhile
youfeedhimwithanother.

Find an alternative.  Explain:
These sharp knives are for Mommy 

and Daddy to use.Thenshowher
howtouseherhandsorablunt
plasticknifetocutherfood.

Be his coach.  Offerjustenough
supportsothathecanachievethe
goalhimself.Youmightputyourhand
overhistohelphimziphisjacket.

Let your child safely practice new 

skills.  Shecanpracticepouringwater
outinthebackyardorbyusinga
smallplasticpitcherinthebathtub.

Spotlight on Problem-Solving

 Your Child’s Development 

15 to 18 Months

Did You Know…

What’s on Your Mind

Children begin to understand how      

others are feeling—to empathize—        

by 18 months.1  

What It Means for You:

What You Can Do

Support your child in 

reaching her goal.If
herblocktowerkeeps
falling,suggestsheadd
somemoreblocksonthe
bottomforsupport.

Do chores together.  Pushing
abroom,forexample,helps
childrensolveproblems
likehowtogetthecrumbs
intothedustpan.

Teach your child to ask 

for help.  Whenyousee
himgettingfrustratedas
hetriestosolveaproblem,
youmightsay: It can be 

hard to get that jack-in-the-

box to pop up!  Would you 

like some help?  Let’s try 

turning this knob together. 

At18months,childrenbegindevelopingasense
ofself-awareness—theknowledgethattheyare
individualswiththeirownfeelings,thoughts,
likes,anddislikes.Next,theyrealizethatother
peoplehavetheirownfeelings,thoughts,and
preferences,too.Thishelpschildrenlearn
empathy.Theycanimaginehowanotherperson
feels.Tohelpyourchilddevelopempathy:

Talk about others’ feelings.Kayla is feeling sad 

because you took her toy car.  Let’s give Kayla back 

her car and then choose another one for you.

Suggest how children can show empathy.Let’s get 

Jason some ice for his boo-boo.

Empathize with your child.Are you feeling scared of 

that dog?  He is a nice dog but he is barking really loud. 

That can be scary.  I will hold you until he walks by.

The ability to solve problems 

is very important for being 

successful in school and in life. 

When you see your toddler 

getting into everything, 

think of it as his way of 

problem-solving—figuring 

out how things work.  

Toddlersproblem-solvebyusing
theirbodiesandtheirminds
tomakeaplantoreachtheir
goals.Forexample,toddlersare
solvingaproblemwhentheytip
overtheirsippycuptoseehow
tomaketheliquidcomeout.

Toddlersarealsosolving
problemsbyusingtheirpast
experiencestohelpthem
understandnewsituations.For

example,yourchildmaybegin
throwingeverythingintothe
trash—garbageornot.Heis
rememberingthatthrowinghis
napkinoutafterlunchmakes
youhappy.Hejusthasn’t
learnedyetwhatnottotossout!

Childrenalsolearnhowto
solveproblemsbyimitating
whatthepeoplewhocare
forthemdo.Sowhenthey
seetheseadultsstayingcalm
andnotgivingupwhenthey
faceachallenge,children
learntokeeptrying,too.

  How do you see your   

  toddler solving problems?

1 - Repacholi, B.M., & Gopnik,  A., 1997.  

Photo credit: 

Eyewire/Parenting Today/Getty Images

Copyright 2008 ZERO TO THREE

All rights reserved.

Printed in the United States of America.

ISBN 978-1-934019-28-3

Authors: Rebecca Parlakian and            

Claire Lerner, LCSW,  ZERO TO THREE

www.zerotothree.org

This handout was made possible 

by a generous grant from

Endorsed by:


