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When offering parent information
meetings at school, which meeting con-
sistently has the best attendance? When
conferencing with parents, which child-
rearing topic causes the most concerns;
raises the most questions? When work-
ing with young teachers, which class
issues cause the most problems? When
training teachers, which aspect of "stu-
dent teaching" gives the young teach-
ers the most trouble? As a teacher of
young children, which issues send you
somewhere for advice or consume vast
amounts of your planning time or
cause the greatest frustrations?

Why, for many of us, is the idea of
setting limits so difficult, sometimes
viewed as negative, and not what is
envisioned when thinking of working
with young children?

All of life has limits. Limits are
what make it possible for us to live to-
gether as social beings. Without limits
we would live in chaos, with a fair
amount of insecurity and with little or
no predictability.

Limits offer tiny children a sense
of security, order and consistency,
safety and a preliminary ability to pre-
dict what will happen next. Within a
framework of limits a small child is able
to make a positive human self-con-
struction. When small children are left
with no limits they are abandoned to
their own devices and any construction
that has been achieved is often de-
stroyed. Movement patterns become
chaotic, and the voice becomes loud
and inappropriate for the situation.
These behaviors, unfortunately, rein-
force the view of the "terrible twos."
Within a framework of limits, toddlers,
who often rebel against limits, come to
know that someone will control things
when they are out of control. (Adoles-
cents, who often rebel against limits,
use those limits set by a loving family
as a safeguard; when risking not being
accepted by their peers by choosing to
go against the group wishes, they use
those limits as the excuse.)

Anywhere one goes today it is,
unfortunately, the norm to encounter
situations where an adult is unwilling
to firmly and lovingly set limits for his
or her toddler. We witness temper tan-

trums, physical abuse the toddler
striking out at the adult, crying, whin-
ing, begging; this is usually indicative
of an experience pattern that informs
the toddler that she simply has to per-
sist and she will achieve what she
wants. She "wears the adult down."
This leaves a toddler with an unrealis-
tic idea of personal power power she
knows she cannot really handle.

With the birth of each new being,
we have an opportunity to help this
child reach her full human potential or
we can submit to her every whim, re-
sulting in an unhappy, selfish child who
constantly searches for someone who
cares enough to tell her, "No, stop."

During the first year of an infant's
life, it is difficult to imagine having to
set limits on his behavior. A baby indi-
cates her needs; if we are observant
enough, we determine what those
needs are and try to meet them. This
system works great until this being be-
gins to move about the environment.
Once this being begins moving we find
ourselves saying "No, don't touch,"
More often than we would like. Perhaps
the environment has not been prepared
to allow for exploration. If we acknowl-
edge the infant's need to explore, does
this mean we have to allow her to ex-
plore any and everywhere? Absolutely
not. And perhaps this is when the prob-
lem begins.

Setting limits begins the moment
an infant begins moving around the
environment. A safe place for explora-
tion is created and this is where the
baby can explore. Of course, she is in-
terested in any and everything. But
some things simply are not safe to ex-
plore and therefore not allowed.

Parents and teachers are so often
confused about what kind of limits are
appropriate and when to set them.
Since most of you are here primarily in
the role of educator, not parent, I would
like to focus on setting limits within an
infant community.

First of all, in preparation for a
community of children, we have to
think about and envision the commu-
nity. How would we like to see it run-
ning? What kind of behaviors would
we expect in the children? Remember-
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ing that children arrive to us from many
different parenting styles, we have to
be clear about the style we plan to in-
corporate and be consistent with it.

We must also look to the present,
the near future, and the distant future.
If our goal for the distant future is to
have an individual who is self-disci-
plined, who can accept the rules even
if not in complete agreement with
them, who can live peacefully in any
society accepting and honoring the
freedoms of others, then we must pre-
pare for that future now.

If we want a child who can handle
the freedoms offered in the primary
Montessori class, who can interact with
the larger group of children in the pri-
mary, who can master self-discipline in
the primary years, then we must begin
that process now.

If we want a child who can master
impulse control (a major developmen-
tal milestone of the second year), who
can slowly come to accept the existence
of others and the rights and freedoms
of others, then we must begin prepar-
ing for that the day the child enters our
community.

This leads us to contemplate the
"rules of the community." Like any
other community of humans, each
one's freedom ends where another's
freedom begins. So what kinds of rules
must be established to protect the free-
dom of all the members of this commu-
nity?
1. No one may hurt another

person's body.
2. No one may harm the materials

in the environment.
When you have too many rules

with children, you find yourself con-
stantly spending time reinforcing the
rules and not working with the chil-
dren.

With rule number one, "No one
may hurt another person's body," this
implies that there will be no biting,
pushing, pulling away from, or hitting.
Even one child's yelling may be "hurt-
ful" to the ears of another person.
Whenever this occurs, the behavior is
stopped in one of several ways.

You speak to the child firmly, "We
do not bite people. You may bite on this



Setting Limits So Little Understood, So Greatly Needed

teething ring." Acknowledge the frus-
tration behind the biting but do not
excuse the biting because of it. Also,
don't create victims by giving undue
attention to the child who has been bit-
ten or pushed. Acknowledge the hurt,
put ice on it, if necessary, write an acci-
dent report and get on with things. To
the perpetrator we must very firmly
and very clearly state the limits again
and again. Gradually, the children will
come to accept that limits regarding
their physical safety are being enforced.
"We yell outside; inside we speak
softly." "You may sit here to have your
tantrum."

With rule number two, "No one
may harm the materials in the environ-
ment," it is implied that nothing can be
thrown, that one must move one's body
in such a way not to bump into furni-
ture, people, etc. When running, throw-
ing, etc. occurs, the behavior is stopped.
"We run outside; inside we walk." "We
throw balls outside." "If you throw the
material, you may not work with it."
"Before choosing that puzzle, you must
put the animals back on the shelf."

We must also remember that a tod-
dler is in a developmental crisis we re-
fer to as the "crisis of self-affirmation"
(as opposed to the "opposition crisis").
A child in this developmental crisis
needs to be given choices so that she
feels empowered to have some control
over herself and that those adults im-
portant to her acknowledge that she is
a completely separate being from her
mother.

When interrupting inappropriate
behavior running, yelling, biting,
pushing, etc. whenever possible, give
the child a choice. But sometimes a
choice is not a possibility.

"I can see you need to nm. Would
you like to go outside now to run or
run later?"

"We're going outside. Can you put
your shoes on yourself or do you need
my help?"

"The puzzle must be picked up.
Can you do it by yourself or do you
need help?"

"I see you have left the watering
can on the floor. Before choosing some-
thing else to work on you must put the
watering can away."

"This paint is not for the walls.
Let's go wash your hands and choose
other work."

For many adults we procrastinate
in setting limits, allowing our emotions
to become involved and perhaps notic-
ing some underlying anger creeping in.
Then, when we voice a limit, we are so
emotionally "hooked" that we are ei-
ther ambivalent or unclear, or the limit
is not realistic for the situation. We over-
react and are usually emotionally in-
volved. Perhaps our ego is involved in
how well the children follow our rules.
Perhaps we feel as if we are an inad-
equate teacher if we have discipline
problems. Perhaps we have some un-
resolved control issues in which we
have to make the children understand
that we are the ones in control. The se-
cret is that we are not the ones in con-
trol of everything; we can only control
ourselves. If children are given work
appropriate for their developmental
needs of the moment, they come into
control of themselves.

In order to be clear about setting
limits, and about the appropriateness
of limits, we must take some time for
soul-searching. What was our personal
experience with limits as a child? Do
we remember? Do we view our child-
hood as being either very restrictive or
very free? If we have children of our
own, how do we/did we set limits for
them? Do we understand and accept a
young child's deep need for explora-
tion and allow for those possibilities?

When a young baby begins walk-
ing, they want and need to walk. Do
we allow this possibility? Or would we
prefer them to now sit quietly and play?
In an Infant Community, do we accept
the abilities of these young children and
allow them to work to their own capac-
ity, or do we try to interfere with the
way we think the work should be
done? Do we have perfectionistic ten-
dencies hampering our relationship
with children? Are our expectations
realistic for the abilities and develop-
mental needs of the children in our
group?

Limits are going to be handled dif-
ferently for children at different devel-
opmental stages. An 18-month-old is
going to need more assistance in put-
ting work away, but the work will be
put away. A two-year-old can put her
work away independently and accept
that nothing else can be taken on the
shelf until the first activity is put away.

If you notice work left out and the
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"owner" is already engaged, is concen-
trating on something new, wait until
she finishes. For an older child (a two-
year- old) you simply step in when she
finishes and say, "I notice you left the
animals on the table. Please put them
away now." For younger children, once
they are actively engaged in new work,
the "old" work is no longer theirs. They
will often happily help you put it away
but with no ownership of the work.
They are so "in the moment" that once
finished, the work is no longer theirs.
And so, with the limit that the work will
be returned to its place, you seduce the
younger child to help you, you give a
very clear choice to the two-year-old.

When a child comes into the envi-
ronment having had few or no limits,
we must simultaneously work with the
parents to help them understand our
belief about limits. If parents cannot
accept that their child will live with lim-
its in the environment, then perhaps the
child will be better served in a differ-
ent type of program. There does come
a point when one has to accept that
Montessori may not be the answer for
everyone. However, before sending
away families, examine your own be-
liefs first. Are you comfortable with
setting limits or does ambivalence
creep in? "Put your work away, o.k.?"
"Want to help me clean up the table?"
"You hurt my feelings when you say
that."

How clear are you about limits?
There is not a formula one can give
about how to set them. You must first
believe in the benefits and necessity of
limits; then you must practice setting
them. They are unique to each situation
but, at the same time, general to the
running of a social group.

If you find you want or need more
specific help regarding setting limits, I
recommend ordering the tape by the
Love and Logic Institute, Toddlers, Love
and Logic Parenting for Early Childhood.
The Love and Logic Institute is an in-
stitute dedicated to helping parents and
educators use a loving and logical ap-
proach to child raising.

From their materials
What is Love and Logic? Love al-

lows children to grow through their
mistakes. Logic allows them to live
with the consequences of their choices.
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The Love and Logic Process:
1. Shared control: Gain control by

giving away the control you
don't need.

2. Shared thinking and decision-
making: Provide opportunities
for the child to do the greatest
amount of thinking and deci
sion-making.

3. Equal shares of consequences
with empathy: An absence of an-
ger causes a child to think and
learn from her mistakes.

4. Maintain the child's self-concept:
Increased self-concept leads to im-
proved behavior and improved
achievement. 0
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