
When families of young children are in the midst of a di�cult transition or living through a crisis, they often 
wonder:  How do I keep my child safe? And, as part of that understanding of not being able to give enough of 
their time to their children, they worry about their children’s development. What is lacking? In what ways are 
they falling behind? Social media accounts dedicated to illustrating hacks and activities to parents that
promise increases in their children’s developmental skills do not help matters. In a crisis or a di�cult
transition (like our current pandemic), those “activities” are beyond the bandwidth of most parents, causing 
the loop of guilt and irritability for the parent to repeat and intensify.  

The truth is that children under three are constantly learning. In all interactions throughout the day, a child 
under three is learning to be human. You do not need a bin full of sand and toys for your child to engage in 
sensory or �ne motor play. They have cereal at breakfast and water at bath time. As the caregiver, you can 
utilize the tasks you do daily, whether in calm or crisis, to increase the developmental opportunities for your 
little ones. The task at hand is to see those daily activities through the lens of normative development.  

The following grids provide what skills the child is developing at each age group, ideas on what it looks like from 
the lens of the child, and how you can develop these skills through the daily, ordinary tasks of caring for your child.

Development Skills in Daily Routine & Tasks 
By Lina Acosta Sandaal, MA, LMFT

INFANT (Birth to 12 Months)

What it
Looks
Like

Development of
Secure Attachment

Asking for food, yawning or 
rubbing eyes to indicate 
when they should sleep; 
regularity of bowel 
movements

Manage Physical
Regulation

Rolling, crawling, 
climbing in and out of 
chairs and/or bed, going 
for walks

Gross Motor

Holding a 
bottle, 
holding a 
spoon

Rolling, crawling, 
climbing in and out 
of chairs and/or bed, 
going for walks

Use Voice, touch, or holding 
to respond to them when 
they name you. If you are 
working or otherwise 
occupied at home, use your 
voice to assure them of 
your presence. If you are 
available to hold and touch 
them, attempt to do so 
when called every time.

Crying for help to be 
picked up upon waking

Keep a consistent pattern 
of feeding and sleeping for 
babies. Most children can 
eat every 2.5-3 hours. Most 
children in this age group 
need 17 hours in 24 hours 
for the youngest infants 
(0-4 months) to 14-15 in 24 
hours for (4-12 months)

Place them in tummy time 
while you make their 
bottle or food, once pulling 
up use the chair they sit in 
at every meal to attempt 
to climb or sit in it, create a 
safe environment for the 
child to crawl to toddle to 
stand in your living room, 
bedroom, etc.

Every meal is 
an opportunity 
for the child to 
use their 
fingers and 
hands to 
develop this 
skill

Label all their feelings 
when they express 
them throughout the 
day, read books with 
emotional language 
and stories in your 
bedtime routine

Manage EmotionFine
Motor

How to 
Increase 
and 
Develop 
These 
Skills in 
the Daily 
Routine

PARENTING INFANTS AND
TODDLERS IN TIMES OF CRISIS



1 TO 2 YEARS OLD

What it
Looks
Like

Toddlers can parallel 
play at this stage; 
playing next to 
someone not with 
them. When someone 
intrudes in play “mine” 
e�ect ensues.

Social
Development

From pointing for 
assistance to saying 
two to three words to 
represent di�erent 
ideas. They will bite, 
scream, hit to set a 
boundary.

From pulling up on 
furniture with one 
hand, to climbing 
onto furniture, to 
jumping on both feet 
leaving the ground 
at the same time.

From turning the 
pages of a book, to 
making a mark with 
a crayon by gripping 
the tip of the crayon, 
to turning door 
knobs and tops.

Respond to them when 
they call out to you while 
balancing, allowing them
to master as many 
independent activities as 
possible. When  your 
toddler wants to do 
something independently 
and is failing, it's important 
to let them try to do it 3 out 
of those 5 times. You can do 
this by delaying help and 
talking them through the 
task. That way they build 
problem solving and 
autonomy

They want to do things 
independently, but still 
require the caregivers’ 
assistance and security. 
Sometimes causing 
meltdowns from child and 
confusion from parent. It is 
a push/pull dilemma.

At meals have them 
take a bite and then 
give you a bite. At bath 
time have them give 
you toys they are 
playing with. You play 
with them for a bit and 
then trade toys. At 
bedtime tell the story 
of the day detailing 
what every member of 
the family did, felt and 
how they acted. Give 
them values and 
information on how to 
be one of many

Describe their play, 
their interactions, 
their daily activities 
while using emotional 
language, descriptive 
language. Give them 
opportunity to help 
themselves to dress, 
feed themselves or 
help the caregivers 
with tasks they can 
manage.

Move in slow-motion, 
jump or walk to all 
transitions like diaper 
change, going to the 
table to eat or going 
to the bathroom for 
potty of bath time. If 
you have to work or 
are otherwise 
occupied, create a 
fort with sheets, 
nooks and crannies 
with sofa pillows and 
have your child 
explore the maze of 
the fort you built, 
while you work.

When you are working, 
give them paper and 
large crayons tell them 
to write or scribble 
their name. Once more 
meal time is still a 
great time to explore 
their fingers and their 
grip with forks, spoons, 
all utensils. At bath 
time have them write 
and scribble on the 
shower wall with 
bubbles. When you 
read them a bedtime 
story allow them to 
turn the pages of the 
book.

Fine MotorGross Motor

How to 
Increase 
and 
Develop 
These 
Skills in 
the Daily 
Routine

Communication
Autonomy and
Individuation

Balancing Parental
Relationship &
Exploration
of their World

Here are some important things parents can do for themselves to help 
build and manage infant development (birth to 12 months)

Create and become accustomed to living within the boundaries of a predictable and 
rigid routine.

Be mindful and cautious of your own eating, sleeping, and exercise patterns.  Try not to 
neglect them.

Work out, create, and manage the division of labor between all the caregivers involved with 
the infant's care.  FYI, division of labor between the caregivers does need to be even: who 
does which care depends on each caregiver’s abilities and time-availability.

Process to understand and realize the person that you used to be prior to becoming a 
parent.  Wishing to have aspects of your past to work, as well or similar, to who you are now 
as a parent may create resentment, sadness, and irritability.

Within the �rst year, be mindful that 1 in 5 women will su�er from Postpartum Disorders - 
learn about the symptoms. Early detection is key to positive prognosis: 
https://www.postpartum.net/learn-more/pregnancy-postpartum-mental-health



Skills to Development to care give a child 1 to 2 years old

Be clear on the values you are teaching and wanting the child to understand.  Make 
sure that all caregivers are clear and agree on the values you will impart to the child.

Once you have those family values in mind, begin to build rules and expectations 
around the daily tasks of your child’s day. Build your skill of being consistent with how 
you respond to your child.  Flexibility with rules does not work for young children.

Continue to build teamwork and communication with those who care for the child with you. 
Division amongst the caregivers will create challenging behavior.

Now that the child is mobile, look at the division of labor between caregivers and wonder 
who’s personality and personal skills best �t the child’s need to be active, climb, and explore 
more. The person who is more of a risk taker is the best caregiver for allowing a 1-2 year old 
explore their gross motor movement.



2 TO 3 YEARS OLD

What it
Looks
Like

Greets hello and good-bye, 
Like to hear stories and sing 
with others, Likes to be 
hugged and cuddled, Lets 
others know what they are 
feeling with words or 
gestures, closer to age three 
they enjoy to play with 
other children.

Social
Development

Easily frustrated when 
not able to communi-
cate &/or attain a task 
they are interested in. 
Will follow, scream at, 
whine to, or touch a 
caregiver to get a circle 
of connection.

From kicking a 
ball, to climbing 
stairs, to jumping 
forward at least 6 
inches with both 
feet o� the 
ground.

They stack multiple 
blocks without 
assistance. Can 
attempt to copy a 
circle a�er watching 
you do it first, close 
to their 36 month, 
they can hold a 
pencil/crayon like an 
adult grips one

Respond to them with 
comforting language and 
touch when they are 
overwhelmed with 
emotion. If the tantrum is 
about a boundary you have 
set with them, maintain the 
boundary. Give them time 
to tolerate and express the 
frustration, sadness and 
disappointment of the 
boundary you set and when 
they ask for comfort give 
them the emotional 
comfort while maintaining 
your boundary. For 
example, if you have taken 
your phone away from 
them, keep it with you, 
label the disappointment 
they feel, stay nearby while 
they cry and drop to the 
ground in a tantrum, don't 
speak or say anything. Work 
on getting yourself calm to 
be ready for them. When 
they look up and ask for the 
hug they need to feel better 
about you taking the phone 
away. Repeat and remind 
several times a day.

Tantrums are common. 3 
major conflicts per hour. 1 
minor conflict per minute.
Unable to cope with 
stress/neg. feelings alone, 
need caregiver to settle 
their emotional outbursts.

Help them practice the skills 
of patience, frustration 
tolerance and understanding 
they are one of many, which 
help us be successful in social 
situations by making them 
wait for other members of the 
family. Do not always serve 
them first or stop what you 
are doing or saying with 
someone else in the family 
just because the toddler is 
tantruming. The tantrum 
allows them to flex the muscle 
of frustration tolerance that 
they have to build in order to 
be a good "friend" at school or 
loving sibling. Read books at 
bedtime about being a friend 
and being a family member. 
Finish each day telling each 
other stories of what 
happened in the day when 
everyone worked and cared 
for each other and when some 
in the family made mistakes 
and forgot to work together. 
Include yourself or other 
caregivers.

At bedtime read books 
about emotion and 
characters in di�erent 
scenarios of 
friendship, decision 
making and daily 
tasks. Continue to 
increase allowing 
them to take on tasks 
of hygiene and self 
care like dressing and 
washing hands. Make 
sure to teach them 
how, be with them for 
at least 3 weeks to a 
month while they 
master the skill and 
then just remind 
them. In play 
situations where they 
are using their toys to 
tell a story, narrate 
their play like a 
sportscaster describes 
a play.

A�er dinner play 
freeze dance for 
gross motor and 
impulse control 
skills to be built. 
Walk in slow 
motion, do bear 
walks or jump 
between 
transitions like 
from dinner table 
to bath or bath to 
getting dressed.

Meal time continues to 
be the best place for 
fine motor movement 
development. Anytime 
you are working on a 
computer or otherwise 
occupied give them 
paper crayons/pencils 
and give them time to 
scribble write. When 
you are working or 
otherwise occupied 
give them blocks or 
building toys to create 
towers or build what is 
in their imaginations.

Fine MotorGross Motor
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One �nal thought. If I could climb to a mountaintop and scream one thing, it would be: “Everyone, breathe, all 
will be okay.” The developmental science has taught us that when children experience adversity those who fare 
well have one loving consistent adult.  Just one. We may not have time or patience, but all of us can take a 
moment to concentrate on their tiny hand or that chubby cheek and allow our hearts to flood with love for 
them.  Allow that to be your hour-to-hour meditation. Find a small detail of their body, of their sounds, of their 
smell and allow your heart to overflow with love.  Once there, smile, touch them, hug them, and in that moment 
your child will experience a loving consistent adult.  Hang in there. This will not last forever. 

Skills to Development to care give a child 2 to 3 years old

Build and be clear on your routine, rules and values with all the adults that care for the 
child with you.

Look at the division of labor and the routine. Notice when the child has the most tantrums 
during the routine. The person who leasts gets emotionally triggered by the child’s
emotional outbursts in those moments in the routine is the person who needs to manage 
that moment as much as possible.

This is the time of your child’s development when moments in your past with your caregivers 
may trigger both negative and positive memories and instincts.  Be mindful to take a close 
look at those memories to make sure that the past is not influencing your present
interactions with your child in a negative or less than appropriate manner.

Understand and process your personal responses of how you manage conflict and 
rejection. Toddlers tantrum at least three times per hour.  Most adults experience this 
as conflict and rejection. If you are not clear on how to manage conflict and rejection, 
you will make short term choices with your toddler of either giving in or becoming 
angry with their loss of emotion; neither are good choices in the midst of a tantrum.




