
Toddlers are naturally curious, eager, and 
determined, but their skills are still developing. 
This is also the stage of life in which they begin 
asserting their independence by wanting to 
do things independently. Toddlers begin to 
recognise themselves as separate individuals 
with personal preferences who often use 
phrases like “Me do it!” or “No!” as they explore 
their ability to make decisions and develop 
as problem solvers. Here are a few common 
reasons they experience frustration in the 
process:

•	 Limited language skills: Toddlers may 
know what they want but struggle 
to express it clearly. When they feel 
misunderstood, frustration builds.

•	 Developing motor skills: Their fine and 
gross motor skills are still in progress, 
making certain tasks, like zipping up a 
jacket or fitting puzzle pieces together, 
difficult.

•	 Desire for independence: As they begin 
asserting their independence, toddlers 
want to do things on their own. When 
something doesn’t go as planned, they 
may feel overwhelmed or disappointed.

•	 Lack of emotional regulation: The part 
of the brain responsible for self-control 
(the prefrontal cortex) is still developing. 
Toddlers rely heavily on their emotions 
rather than logic to react to situations. 
Since toddlers are still learning to 
express their needs and feelings with 
words, frustration often turns into crying, 
screaming, or tantrums. 

Helping Toddlers  
Cope with    

Frustration  
	 and Failure
Frustration is a normal part of a toddler’s 
development. As they explore their world 
and test their independence, they often 
face challenges they aren’t yet equipped 
to handle. From struggling to put on their 
shoes to building a block tower that keeps 
falling, toddlers experience frustration daily. 
Things don’t always go as expected, and 

goals that seem out of 
reach can result in tears and 
tantrums. While it’s hard to see 
them struggle and become upset, these 
moments are powerful opportunities for 
growth. With patience and the right support, 
you can help your toddler develop resilience, 
emotional regulation, and a growth mindset.

Why Do Toddlers Get Frustrated?
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How Parents Can Support 
a Frustrated Toddler

It’s natural to want to fix the problem, but 
frustration is not something parents need  
to eliminate. Instead, these moments provide 
a chance to teach emotional resilience, 
regulation and perseverance, a growth-
mindset foundation. Here’s how you can  
help your toddler navigate frustration in a 
healthy way:

Stay Calm and Offer Support

Your child looks to you for cues on how to 
respond to their emotions. If you remain calm, 
you help them feel safe and reassured.  
Try saying, “I see you’re frustrated. That’s 
okay. I’m here to help if you need me.”

Name Their Feelings

Labelling emotions helps toddlers develop 
self-awareness. Instead of saying, “Don’t be 
upset,” try: “I can see you’re feeling frustrated 
because your tower keeps falling. That’s really 
hard.” This validates their feelings and teaches 
them the words to express themselves.

Encourage Problem-Solving

When frustration arises, guide them toward 
solutions rather than solving the problem for 
them. Ask questions like, “What else can we 
try?” or “Would you like a little help, or do 
you want to keep trying?” This encourages 
independence while reinforcing that effort 
and persistence matter.

Break Tasks into Smaller Steps

If a task feels overwhelming, simplify it. If your 
toddler is struggling with a puzzle, start by 
fitting in just one piece together. If they assert 
their independence, show them by fitting the 
puzzle piece and then dismantle it so they 
can do it for themselves. This helps build 
confidence and prevents excessive frustration.

Model Resilience

Let your child see you handle frustration with 
patience. If you spill something, say, “Oops! 
That didn’t work. Let me try again.” Showing 
that mistakes are part of learning helps them 
develop a growth mindset.

Offer Comfort When Needed

Sometimes, frustration escalates into a 
meltdown. If this happens, provide comfort 
and space to calm down. A gentle hug or 
saying, “I know this is really hard. I’m here,” 
can help them reset before trying again.

www.playgroupnsw.org.au
1800 171 882 (in NSW) or 02 9684 9500



About the Author
Kirsten is an early childhood expert with over 20 years of experience in 
education, including teaching, leadership roles and policy development.  
Holding a Master’s Degree in Early Childhood and a Bachelor of Education 
(Primary), she specialises in assisting parents and their children navigate the 
early years of life, school readiness and the transition to school. Kirsten has 
contributed to early education policy papers, school readiness programs, 
teaching standards, and curriculum development and served on advisory boards 
and committees for the NSW Institute of Teachers, the Catholic Education Office,  
and the NSW Independent Schools Association. Through her consultancy, she empowers  
parents and educators with expert guidance on best practices in early childhood development, 
ensuring strong foundations for lifelong learning.

Breat
he

We All Get Frustrated!

Frustration and failure are not things to be 
avoided but embraced as part of growth.  
By helping your toddler recognise, name and 
manage their emotions, problem-solve, and 
persevere, you equip them with skills that will 
serve them for life. The next time your toddler 
struggles, take a deep breath, offer support, 
and remind yourself that these moments are 
shaping their resilience, independence and 
confidence.
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