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Once my son Oliver started exploring his world, my husband and I realized 
it was time for us to start baby-proofing. Books went on a higher shelf, TV 

cords vanished, and baby gates went in the doorways. We needn’t have both-
ered with that last one, because those gates did nothing. My son would simply 
climb over, knock over, or open the gates. We clearly needed a new strategy to 
keep our child safe. So we decided to teach him to respect the boundary those 
gates represented. The trick was to do that without stifling his desire to explore.

Joan Astren, an instructor in Camosun College’s Community Family Child 
Studies Department, explains that one way parents can teach toddlers to re-
spect the safety measures is by using words and phrases that match their level 
of development. For example, she recommends saying “stop,” “it’s not safe,” 
or “dangerous.” Just remember, it will take your children a little while to learn 
what those words mean, but they will learn. It is important to give our children 
the words they need to express their emotions, desires, and actions. 
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“We want to give words to their actions: 
‘I can see you’re crying, you’re really upset.’ 
By giving the words to their emotions, you’re 
giving them permission [to feel that way],” 
said Astren. 

You also need to give words to their 
actions—whether it’s climbing or playing 

with books on shelves—and you want to 
do this in a kind and objective way. You 
don’t want to sound angry or accusatory, 
because they are still learning.

Just as it’s important to give your child 
a voice, Astren points out that it is equally 
important to make sure you know what it 
is that they want. For instance, one of the 

main reasons my son will climb over the 
baby gate is that the toy he was playing with 
got away from him or he forgot to bring it 
into the room in the first place.

Astren’s advice works well with “staylis-
tening,” which is the method my husband 
and I used to teach our son not to climb 
over the gates. In the book Tears Heal: How 
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to Listen to Our Children, Kate Orson 
explains that staylistening is when you take 
time to listen to your child’s upsets. 

With my son I tell him that he can’t follow 
me over the baby gate, but that I need to go. 
If he bursts into tears, I climb back to his 
side of the gate and hug him and reassure 

him that I love him and that I am here for 
him until he stops crying. Then I repeat 
that I have to go, but he has to stay. Once 
again, if he cries, I hug him until he stops. 
It can take a few more tries, but eventually 
when I tell him I have to go over the gate, 
but that he needs to stay on his side of it, 
he says okay and plays with his toys until 
I come back.

While my desire is to keep my son safe, 
it is important that I don’t overlook his 
desire to climb things, because, as Astren 
points out “little ones are meant to move.” 
By moving and exploring they learn about 
their world, gain problem solving skills, 
work their imagination, build muscle 
control, learn coordination, and find their 
balance. That’s why Astren recommends 
trying to find a different activity that will 
meet their need. 

“If they’re interested in turning things, 
is there something that would be consid-
ered appropriate for them that they could 
manipulate or play with? Is there a toy or 
something else in the house that they could 
turn or drop things into? It depends on what 
action they want to do. We want to support 
that movement as well,” says Astren. 

With Oliver, I want to allow him to climb 
as much as possible. So we create pillow 
stacks at the bottom of the couch or chairs 
so he can climb on them, we go to the park 
where he can climb up the rope ladder, and 
we even take him rock-climbing. Now he 
acknowledges that the baby gates are there 
for his safety, and that he’s not supposed to 
simply climb over them, and for the most 
part he stays on his side of the gate.

Christina Van Starkenburg is the mother of two 
young boys . One of them runs and climbs every-
thing, the other isn’t crawling yet . You can read 
about their adventures at thebookandbaby .com .
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Is Your Child’s Face Developing Well?
Does your child breathe through his/her mouth?

Does your child suffer from allergies?

Does your child have any oral habit such as thumb or finger sucking?

Does your child have an untreated tongue tie?

Does your child have crowded teeth?

Does your child have jaws that seem too far forward or back?

Early Intervention can have far reaching benefits.

Myobrace® treatment focuses on 
addressing the underlying causes of 

poor facial and dental development and 
can unlock your child’s healthy 

growth and development.

STRAIGHT TEETH THE NATURAL WAY

HOW MYOBRACE® WORKS
•	Promotes	breathing	through	

the nose

•	Corrects	tongue	positioning

•	Retrains	the	lips	and	cheeks

•	Corrects	poor	swallowing	
habits
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Saanich Dental Group
Free	Consultation:	250-477-7321

info@saanichdentalgroup.com
(for children under 12)
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