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If pets could talk,

what do you think they’d say?
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Woof!
Meow?

Chirp!

k
k
squea

Squea

Glub glub . . .
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Tips for Parents and Caregivers
There’s nothing cuter than a toddler cuddling with a furry friend. But those adorable
scenes can change the instant a toddler tries to chase, grab, squeeze, yank, or tease a pet.
(Which happens pretty often, since toddlers don’t always realize when their play is too
rough.) Little ones can learn important lessons about treating an animal kindly, especially
when given lots of opportunities to observe, feed, handle, and play with pets. As you supervise children during these activities, remind them about the importance of treating animals
with care. Here are some other “pet-friendly” tips:
•

Use this book interactively. Invite your child to point to the pictures of different pets
and give them names. Ask questions as you read: “Which animals look soft? Which
ones have tickly whiskers?” Talk about ways to show kindness to animals: by feeding
them, keeping their homes clean, giving them treats, and touching them gently.

•

Help your child be a friend to animals. Whether you have pets or not, your toddler
will probably encounter animals from time to time. Encourage a love for animals by
talking about them and reading books that have animal characters. Point out the pets,
birds, reptiles, or bugs you see each day.

•

Show your child how to pet a pet. Young children may express their affection with a
bit too much exuberance. They try to ride the dog’s back, pick up the cat and squeeze
her, pull the rabbit’s ears, or grab the bird from its perch. Show your toddler the right
way to pet a pet: slowly, quietly, and gently. You can place your hand over your child’s
and stroke the animal together. If more practice is needed, spend time with your child
petting stuffed animals. Use the reminder, “Slowly, quietly, gently,” in a soft voice.

•

Discourage teasing. Toddlers might try to have fun by taking an animal’s toy or bothering a pet while it’s sleeping or eating. Even the gentlest pet may bite if a child tries
to take away its food or if playtime gets too rough. Gently intervene if your child bothers an animal. You can use the reminder, “Pets are for loving, not teasing.”

Staying Safe: Some toddlers are frightened of animals; others may rush in and
touch any animal they see. Either way, it’s important that children learn how
to carefully approach animals, especially ones they don’t know. Have a rule to
“Ask first.” Before touching a pet, you and your child should ask the owner if it’s
okay. Teach your child to approach animals slowly. Show how to reach out a hand
for the animal to sniff, and how to pet it gently.
This lesson is important with pets the child already knows and loves, too. Remind
your child to approach the family pet slowly and gently, so it isn’t startled. An animal that is spooked is more likely to scratch or bite.
•

Teach the warning signs. Animals have ways of telling us to stand back. Help your
toddler understand what a pet might be saying when it growls,
barks, or hisses. Let your child know that even the sweetest
pets have sharp claws and teeth.

•

Talk about why “tails are not for pulling.” It can be difficult
for toddlers to resist their natural impulse to pull an animal’s tail.
After all, there the tail is, moving back and forth, so easy to reach
out and grab! Explain that it hurts an animal when you pull its
tail (and ears, feathers, or fur) or poke its eyes. Remind your
child that animals feel pain just like people do, and
deserve our love and respect. To simplify the
message for very young children, you might
say, “Careful, pets can get ‘owies,’ too.”
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