
Development ally appr opr iat e  
expect at ions

Car egiver s  mus t  under s tand developmental s tages  of 
gr owth in or der  to appr opr iately guide childr en’s  be-
havior. Car egiver s  s hould not  expect  childr en to do 
things  that  they ar e not  developmentally r eady to do. 
Nor  s hould childr en be s colded for  behavior s  that  
ar e nor mal for  their  age. Doing s o for ces  childr en to 
fail, to feel badly about  thems elves , and/ or  to feel an-
ger  towar d the car egiver. Inappr opr iate expectat ions  
als o make managing a gr oup of childr en cons ider -
ably mor e difficult .
The following ar e examples  of typical behavior s  car e-
giver s  can expect  to s ee in childr en of differ ent  ages . 

Infants (1 to 12month-olds) tend to:
w Communicate their  needs  thr ough cr ying
w Dr op things , often on pur pos e, and expect  you to 

pick them up and give them back to them ( this  is  
often a game they enjoy)  

w Be mes s y ( it  is  inappr opr iate to expect  them to pick 
up after  thems elves  or  feed thems elves  neatly)

w Want you pick them up and hold them a lot
w Put  ever ything within their  r each in their  mouths  
w Not under s tand ver bal r eques t s  to s top what they 

ar e doing, and 
w Pr act ice new s kills  and r epeat  new exper iences  

with enthus ias m and per s ever ance. When they 
lear n to bang things  together, they bang ever ything! 
When they lear n to cr awl, they cr awl ever ywher e!

Note: It is never appropriate to discipline or scold 
infants for their behavior.

Toddlers (1 to 2 ½ year-olds) tend to:
w Endles s ly as k “ Why? ”
w Repeat  the s ame act ivity many t imes
w Say “ No!”  and s ay it  often!
w Have a s hor t  memor y for  r ules  or  details , r equir -

ing fr equent  r eminder s
w Want  to do things  for  thems elves
w Be fr us t r ated when they do not  have the s kills  to 

do what  they want  to do
w Get  ups et  by dis r upted r out ines
w Gr ab things  fr om another  child if they want  it
w Tes t  their  phys ical limit s  by climbing, r unning, 

and pulling thems elves  up on things , s omet imes  
get t ing into pr edicament s

w Be dis t r acted eas ily
w Solve dis putes  phys ically becaus e they have not  

fully mas ter ed language, and
w Bite their  playmates  out  of fr us t r at ion, anger, or  to 

get  what  they want .

Preschoolers (2 ½ to 5-year-olds) tend to:
w Incr eas ingly feel they’r e “all gr own up”  and know 

ever ything ( they want  to make their  own choices  
and have cont r ol over  their  t ime, clothes , food, 
toys , and fr iends )

w Become s ocial ( they s pend incr eas ing t ime play-
ing with each other  and get t ing s illy together )

w Begin to develop fr iends hips
w Be s ophis t icated enough in their  language to play 

with wor ds  ( they mimic other  people and exper i-
ment  with bad language)

w Be cur ious  about  each other ’s  bodies
w Imitate violent , s t r ong r ole models  in their   

fantas y play
w Have les s  need for  pr ecis e r out ines  or  or der ly pr o-

cedur es , es pecially as  they tur n four  or  five, and
w Begin to develop a s ens e of per s onal and  

cultur al ident ity.

Infants tend to want  
you to pick them up  
and hold them alot
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