
Healthy Minds:
Nurturing Your Child’s 
Development from 12 to18 Months

These handouts are
brought to you by ZERO
TO THREE, the nation’s
leading resource on the
first 3 years of life, and
the American Academy
of Pediatrics, dedicated
to the health of all chil-
dren.

Key findings
from the report include:

What do we really know about how a young child develops? What
can parents do to best support their child’s healthy development and
growing brain? Some of the answers are in this series of Healthy
Minds handouts. Each handout is based on findings from a report*
from the National Academy of Sciences that examined the research
on child and brain development to establish what is known about the
early years. The information we offer is age-specific, summarizes key
findings from the report and suggests how you might be able to use
these key findings to nurture your own child’s healthy development.  

● Your relationship with your child is the foundation
of his or her healthy development.
● Your child’s development depends on both the
traits he or she was born with (nature), and what he
or she experiences (nurture). 
● All areas of development (social/emotional/intel-
lectual/language/motor) are linked. Each depends
on, and influences, the others.
● What children experience, including how their
parents respond to them, shapes their development
as they adapt to the world. 

Sixteen-month-old Carlos wants juice and his
mom doesn’t know it. He is sitting in his high
chair banging his cup and pushing the cartons
of milk away when his mom, Marta, tries to
pour some for him. They both are very frustrat-
ed.  Marta takes Carlos out of the high chair
and announces lunch is over. Carlos marches to
the refrigerator and starts banging on the door.
Marta is about to tell him to stop banging, but
instead asks, “Do you want to open the refriger-
ator?” Carlos smiles and shakes his head
“Yes!” Marta opens the door and Carlos points
to the drinks on the shelf. Marta then points to
each carton and asks, “Is this what you want?”
Carlos shakes his head no until he gets to the
juice. Then he jumps around and says, “juju!!”
Marta pours him juice as he happily plops him-
self on her lap.  

This shows how all areas of Carlos’s develop-
ment are linked, and how his mother’s response
encourages his healthy development. Carlos
has learned to count on his mom as someone
who helps him as he struggles to communicate
what he wants. This signals strong social and
emotional development. He uses his intel-
lectual ability to make a plan to get what he
wants, and uses his motor and language
skills to carry out the plan as he walks to the
refrigerator and bangs, points and uses sounds
to get his message across. 

Despite her frustration, Marta takes the time to
watch and listen to Carlos. This encourages
Carlos to feel like a good communicator and
reinforces his sense of self-esteem by letting
him know that he is worth listening and paying
attention to. 

Relationships are the foundation of a child’s
healthy development.

How it looks in 
everyday family life: 
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The following chart describes many of the things your toddler is learning between 12 and 18 months and
what you can do to support your child in all areas of his development. As you read, remember that children
develop at their own pace and in their own way. Understanding who your child is, what his strengths are and
where he needs more support, is essential for promoting his healthy development. If you have questions
regarding your child’s development, ask your pediatrician. 

What’s going on:

Toddlers are great communicators. They
are learning new words every day, and
use them, along with their gestures, to
let you know what they are thinking and
feeling. For example, they take your
hand, walk you to the shelf and point to
what they want and say, “Book.”  

Toddlers understand a lot more than
they can say. By 12 months they will
probably follow a 1-step instruction such
as “Go get your shoes.” By 18 months
they will likely follow 2- and even 3-step
directions. 

During this stage of development, tod-
dlers motor skills are taking off. They
begin to walk and run, which opens up a
whole new world of exploration for them,
and a whole new world of watchfulness
for you. As you try to keep your toddler
safe, remember that while they under-
stand “Stop!” or “Don’t Touch,” they
don’t have the impulse control yet to stop
themselves the next time the temptation
appears. Since they are better at doing
things rather than stopping what they
are doing, “Walk slowly” works better
than ”Don’t run.”

Toddlers are beginning to do pretend play,
a major developmental milestone. They
continue to imitate what they see around
them, for example, using a child-size
broom to sweep the floor. But now, they
are beginning to understand symbols and
ideas—not just concrete things they can
see and feel. For example, they begin to
use objects in new and creative ways. A
spoon can become an airplane or a tooth-
brush. Pretend play helps develop impor-
tant intellectual skills and creativity.

● Create lots of low, safe places in
your home where your child can
crawl under furniture, cruise
around a coffee table or stand on
his own. Help a child who’s
walked up the stairs to get down
safely. 
● Think of ways to divert your
child away from a forbidden
object so you don’t have to say
“no” all day long. If he’s fixated
on the TV remote, maybe a toy
with buttons and twisty knobs
could be a substitute.  

● Offer toys that represent
objects in your toddler’s world,
such as a play kitchen with
plastic food, a mini-grocery cart
or a toy telephone. Join in his
play; help him develop his own
stories by letting him be the
director.   
● Give your child different
objects and watch the many
ways he uses them. 

What you can do:

● Encourage your child to use
his words, sounds and gestures
to communicate, even if you
think you know what he wants.
● Play games that include
instructions and see how many
he can follow.
● Read with your toddler. It
helps him learn new words and
concepts. It also helps him
develop a love of books and
reading. 

*The report, From Neurons to Neighborhoods: The Science of Early Childhood Development, was a 21/2-year effort by a group
of 17 leading professionals with backgrounds in neuroscience, psychology, child development, economics, education, pedi-
atrics, psychiatry and public policy. They reviewed what was known about the nature of early child development and the
influence of early experiences on children’s health and well-being. The study was sponsored by a number of federal agen-
cies and private foundations.

● How does your child use his
motor skills? Is he a very
active child who uses his
whole body, or does he prefer
to explore with his fingers
and hands?  
● How is your child’s need for
physical activity the same or
different from yours? How
does this affect you and your
relationship with your child?

● What kind of play does your
child enjoy most? How do you
see him pretending?
● What kind of play do you
most/least enjoy with your
toddler? Why?

Questions to ask yourself:

● How does your child commu-
nicate what he wants; what
he’s thinking and feeling?
● How does your child like to
read with you? What are his
favorite books?

Charting Your Child’s 
Healthy Development: 12 to 18 months 

© 2003 ZERO TO THREE. This may be
freely reproduced without permission 
for nonprofit, educational purposes.
Reproduction for other uses requires
express permission of ZERO TO THREE. 

For more information go to:
www.zerotothree.org
www.aap.org

With thanks to
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 Your Child’s Development 

I’m moving!

• �I may walk on my own or by holding your hand.

• �I am learning to crawl up stairs but can’t come 
down yet.

• �I can throw a ball and turn pages in books.  

I’m starting to talk and understand so much more.

• �I may use some words like duhduh for dog.

• �I can show you what I want through my actions.     
I may bang my high chair when I want more food.  

• �If you ask me to, I can point to a body part or a
   picture in a book. 

I want to do more for myself.  

• �I say no or show you in other ways that I want to 
do things on my own.

I love to imitate.  

• �I copy actions I’ve seen other people do, 
like stir a pot or talk on the phone.  

�Give your child just enough help to 
reach his goal.  If he wants to stand, let 
him hold your fingers for balance.  

��Support your child as he practices new skills 
like climbing stairs.  Children need time to 
work on these new skills…safely!

Encourage your child to turn the pages when 
you read together.  

Choose books about things that interest your 
child like animals or other children. 

Build your child’s vocabulary.  If she 
points to or says bus, you can say:  The 
school bus is driving down the street. 

Name the people, places, and things that 
your child sees each day:  That’s a garbage 
truck taking our trash.  

Play games that involve following directions:  
Throw the ball to me.

�Involve your child in self-help tasks like 
washing his hands.  

�Follow your child’s lead.  Let him choose 
what toys or games to play.

�Join in your child’s play.  If you see her 
putting a blanket on her toy bear, ask:  
Does Teddy need a bottle before bed?

Give her objects to play with that she 
sees in “real life,” like plastic dishes, a 
toy telephone, a small dust broom.

What Your Toddler Can Do What You Can Do 

This is a really fun time for parents, as 1-year-olds are able to explore 
the world in new ways and are eager to do things all by myself!  They 
watch their loved ones very carefully and copy a lot of what they see.  This 
is one of the most important ways toddlers learn how the world works.                                   
How do you see your child learning from watching you?

 12 to 15 Months

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 14-month-old is such a picky 
eater!  Sometimes I worry that she is 
not eating enough to stay healthy.  

Picky eating is very common at this age.  
Most children are feeding themselves. 
This means they are able to choose what 
to eat—or not eat.  The key is to avoid 
turning mealtime into a power struggle.  
Offer your child three or four healthy 
food choices that she usually likes at 
each mealtime (like pieces of turkey and 
cheese, cooked peas, and some banana).  
Then let her decide what and how much 
she wants to eat.  Remember, as long as 
your child seems to enjoy eating and has 
the energy to play and interact with you, 
she is probably doing just fine.  Be sure to 
talk to your child’s health care provider 
if you are concerned or have questions.

Spotlight on Temperament

Young toddlers can seem like “big kids” in many 
ways.  They understand so much of what they hear 
and see that it can be easy to expect a lot from 
them—more than they really can do yet.  At 15 
months, toddlers do not yet have the self-control 
necessary to share and take turns.  They can’t 
stop themselves from reaching for a favorite toy, 
even while someone else is playing with it.  This 
is because the part of their brains responsible for 

self-control is still developing.  But you can begin 
teaching your child about sharing.  Explain the 
rule:  We are going to take turns with the jack-in-the-
box.  Derek is going to use it now.  Then help your 
child focus on another activity while his friend has 
a turn.  Most importantly, stay calm and be patient.  
Sharing is a skill that comes with time, and with 
your support and guidance.

 Your Child’s Development 
 12 to 15 Months

Every child is born with 
his own individual way of 
approaching the world—this 
is called his temperament.  
For example, some children 
are easygoing about changes.  
Others react very strongly 
to what seems like a small 
change, like new pajamas.  
Some children are very active. 
They love to move.  Other 
children prefer to sit and 
watch the world around them.  
Some children enjoy new 
experiences and meeting new 
people.  Others are slower to 
warm up in new situations.  
These are all examples of 
different temperaments.     

There is no right or wrong, 
better or worse temperament.  
Temperament is not 
something your child chooses, 
and it is not something 
that you created.  It’s very 
important for children to be 
accepted for who they are.  
Use what you know about 
your child’s temperament to 

encourage his strengths and 
to support him when needed.  
For example, if your child has 
a hard time with separations, 
you can guess that bedtime 
might be challenging.  You 
can help your child by using 
the same bedtime routine 
each night (story, milk, tooth-
brushing, and lullaby). 

Your temperament matters, 
too.  You might love to 
meet new people and try 
new things but your child 
doesn’t.  Being aware of this 
difference is important.  It 
helps you understand how 
your child’s needs may be 
different from yours.  It also 
helps you learn what to do in 
order to support and respect 
your child for who she is.  Did You Know…

What’s on Your Mind

The majority of parents (51%) believe 
that 15-month-olds are able to share?  
Actually, most children learn to share 
and take turns between the ages of 2 
and 3.  Even after that, they need a lot 
of practice and help with these impor-
tant social skills.1  

What It Means for You:

How would you describe 
your child’s temperament? 
How do you see her 
temperament influencing 
her behavior?  

1 - Civitas Initiative, ZERO TO   
     THREE, & BRIO Corporation, 2000.  
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Did you know that injuries are the leading cause of death of children younger than 4 years in the United 
States? Most of these injuries can be prevented.  

Often, injuries happen because parents are not aware of what their children can do. At this age your 
child can walk, run, climb, jump, and explore everything. Because of all the new things he or she 
can do, this stage is a very dangerous time in your child’s life. It is your responsibility to protect 
your child from injury. Your child cannot understand danger or remember “no” while exploring.

Firearm Hazards
Children in homes where guns are present are in more danger of being shot by themselves, 
their friends, or family members than of being injured by an intruder. It is best to keep all
guns out of the home. Handguns are especially dangerous. If you choose to keep a gun,
keep it unloaded and in a locked place, with the ammunition locked separately. Ask if the 
homes where your child visits or is cared for have guns and how they are stored.

Poisonings
Children continue to explore their world by putting everything in their mouths, even if 
it doesn’t taste good. Your child can open doors and drawers, take things apart, and 
open bottles easily now, so you must use safety caps on all medicines and toxic household
products. Keep the safety caps on at all times or find safer substitutes to use. Contact your
Poison Center for more information.

Your child is now able to get into and on top of everything. Be sure to keep all household
products and medicines completely out of sight and reach. Never store lye drain cleaners 
in your home. Keep all products in their original containers.

If your child does put something poisonous into his or her mouth, call the Poison Help
Line immediately. Attach the Poison Help Line number (1-800-222-1222) to your phone. 
Do not make your child vomit.

Falls
To prevent serious falls, lock the doors to any dangerous areas. Use gates on stairways
and install operable window guards above the first floor. Remove sharp-edged furniture 
from the room your child plays and sleeps in. At this age your child will walk well and 
start to climb, jump, and run as well. A chair left next to a kitchen counter, table, or
window allows your child to climb to dangerously high places. Remember, your 
child does not understand what is dangerous.  

If your child has a serious fall or does not act normally after a fall, call your doctor.
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Burns
The kitchen is a dangerous place for your child during meal preparation. Hot liquids, grease, and hot foods
spilled on your child will cause serious burns. A safer place for your child while you are cooking, eating, or
unable to give him your full attention is the playpen, crib, or stationary activity center, or buckled into a
high chair. It’s best to keep your child out of the kitchen while cooking. 

Children who are learning to walk will grab anything to steady themselves, including hot oven doors, 
wall heaters, or outdoor grills. Keep your child out of rooms where there are hot objects that may be 
touched or put a barrier around them.

Your child will reach for your hot food or cup of coffee, so don’t leave them within your child’s reach. 
NEVER carry your child and hot liquids at the same time. You can’t handle both.

If your child does get burned, immediately put cold water on the burned area. Keep the burned area in cold water 
for a few minutes to cool it off. Then cover the burn loosely with a dry bandage or clean cloth. Call your doctor for all
burns. To protect your child from tap water scalds, the hottest temperature at the faucet should be no more than 120˚F.
In many cases you can adjust your water heater.

Make sure you have a working smoke alarm on every level of your home, especially in furnace and sleeping areas.
Test the alarms every month. It is best to use smoke alarms that use long-life batteries, but if you do not, change 
the batteries at least once a year.

Drowning
At this age your child loves to play in water. NEVER leave your child alone in or near a bathtub, pail of water, 
wading or swimming pool, or any other water, even for a moment. Empty all buckets after each use. Keep the 
bathroom doors closed. Your child can drown in less than 2 inches of water. Knowing how to swim does NOT mean 
your child is safe near or in water. Stay within an arm’s length of your child around water. 

If you have a swimming pool, fence it on all 4 sides with a fence at least 4 feet high, and be sure the 
gates are self-latching. Most children drown when they wander out of the house and fall into a pool that is 
not fenced off from the house. You cannot watch your child every minute while he or she is in the house. 
It only takes a moment for your child to get out of your house and fall into your pool.   

And Remember Car Safety
Car crashes are a great danger to your child’s life and health. The crushing forces to your child’s brain and body 
in a crash or sudden stop, even at low speeds, can cause severe injuries or death. To prevent these injuries
USE a car safety seat EVERY TIME your child rides in the car. Your child should ride rear-facing until she is at 
least a year old AND weighs at least 20 pounds. It is even better for her to ride rear-facing to the highest weight 
and/or height her car safety seat allows. Be sure that the safety seat is installed correctly. Read and follow the 
instructions that come with the car safety seat and the instructions for using car safety seats in the owners’ 
manual of your car. The safest place for all infants and children to ride is in the back seat.

Do not leave your child alone in the car. Keep vehicles and their trunks locked. There are 
dangers involved with leaving children in a car; death from excess heat may occur very 
quickly in warm weather in a closed car.

Always walk behind your car to be sure your child is not there
before you back out of your driveway. You may not see your child
behind your car in the rearview mirror.

Remember, the biggest threat to your child’s 
life and health is an injury.

HE0021-C
3-41/rev0805TIPP®—The Injury Prevention Program         © 1994 American Academy of Pediatrics

The information in this publication should not be used as a substitute for the medical care and
advice of your pediatrician. There may be variations in treatment that your pediatrician may 
recommend based on the individual facts and circumstances.

From Your Doctor
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FINGER FOODS APPROPRAITE FOR CHILDREN 

 ONE YEAR AND OLDER 
 

VEGETABLES     MEATS/FISH 
Carrot sticks     Small meatballs 
Cauliflower     Tender roasts 
Cherry tomatoes, halved    Hamburger/Meatloaf 
Mushrooms     Lamb chops 
Lettuce      Veal 
Cucumber     Chicken or Turkey 
Avocado     Tuna fish 
Asparagus tips     Salmon 
Broccoli florets     Luncheon meat 
Green beans     Ham 
Cooked sweet potatoes    Tofu* 
Mashed or baked potatoes 
Peas      BREADS/GRAINS   
Celery (strands removed)    Toast      
Beans (kidney, black, lima)*   Cookies  
      Rice cakes 
FRUIT      Soft Granola Bars/Cereal Bars    
Apples      Crackers  
Pears      Cold or hot cereals 
Peaches      Bagels with cream cheese 
Navel oranges     Pasta  
Mandarin oranges    Tortellini or Ravioli 
Fruit cocktail     Spinach Noodles 
Berries 
Melons      DAIRY 
Banana (whole or sliced)    Soft cheese 
Dried fruit     Eggs * 
      Cottage cheese (with fruit) 
      Yogurt  
      Ice cream or frozen yogurt 
 
 
Try sandwiches (grilled cheese, cream cheese and jelly).  Talk with your provider about the time 
frame of peanut butter introduction.  There is some variation in this depending on allergy history. 
 
Remember to encourage utensil use.  As your child’s ability with a spoon increases, so should the 
bowl type food you serve.  Be patient and try not to let the mess dissuade you from continuing your 
child’s practice. 
 
Whenever possible, opt for whole grain products and low salt variations of products. 
 
Avoid cereals that are sugar coated, honey coated, or chocolate.  Foods containing sodium nitrates 
(processed luncheon meats) and Splenda or artificial sugar should be served in moderation. 
 
*Good vegetarian option 
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