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Potty Training: Top Tips from the Baby Whisperer





Introduction



I have always been proud of my ability to help parents understand and care for their young children and I feel honoured whenever a family asks me into its life. It’s a very intimate and rewarding experience. Since I published my first two books (now some years ago), I’ve had a series of adventures and surprises that go beyond anything I could have imagined as a girl in Yorkshire.


I’ve traveled around the country and the world and met some of the most wonderful parents and children, who’ve opened their homes and hearts to me. I’ve spoken to thousands more via my Web site, reading and responding to their e-mails and joining them in my chat rooms. I’ve received many letters of thanks and confirmation from moms and dads who have followed my advice. But I’ve also been inundated with requests for help.


Maybe you’re trying to get your baby on a structured routine, as I suggest, but you’re not sure whether the same principles apply to eight-month-olds as to newborns. Maybe you’re confused about why your child isn’t doing what other children are doing. Or maybe you’re faced with a deeply entrenched problem—a feeding difficulty, or a child who isn’t potty trained. Whatever the dilemma, your anguished refrain is almost always the same: “Where do I begin, Tracy? What do I do first?” And then, “Why do some of your strategies seem not to work with my child?”


I’ve been fielding such questions for several years and consulted on some extremely difficult cases. So now, in this book, I want to take your hand, ease your fears, and show you how to empower yourself as a parent. I want to teach you what I’ve learned from a lifetime of baby whispering; I want to teach you how to think like me.


When parents come to me with a particular challenge, to assess what’s really going on in that household and with that baby or toddler, I always ask at least one question, if not a string of them, both about the child and about what parents have done so far in response to their situation. Then I can come up with a proper plan of action.


My goal with this book is to help you understand my thought process and get you in the habit of asking questions for yourself. In time, you, too, will not only be a baby whisperer but an ace problem solver in your own right.


As you read on, however, I want you to remember this important point: a problem is nothing more than an issue that needs to be addressed or a situation calling for a creative solution. Ask the right questions, and you’ll come up with the right answers.


Tuning In


Baby whispering begins by observing, respecting, and communicating with your baby. It means that you see your child for who she really is—her personality and her particular quirks—and you tailor your parenting strategies accordingly.


I’ve been told that I’m one of the few baby experts who takes the child’s point of view. I’ve had new parents look at me like I’m crazy when I introduce myself to their four-day-old baby. And parents of older children positively gape at me when I “translate” the mournful cries of their eight-month-old. I also translate “banguage” (baby language) for parents, because it helps them remember that the little being in their arms, or the toddler tearing around the room, also has feelings and opinions.


How often have I witnessed a scene like this: a mother says to her little boy, “Now Billy, you don’t want Adam’s truck.” Poor little Billy doesn’t talk yet but, if he did, I’d bet he’d say, “Yes I do, Mom. Why else do you think I grabbed it away from Adam in the first place?” But Mom doesn’t listen to him. She either takes the truck out of Billy’s hand or tries to coax him into relinquishing it willingly. “Be a good boy and give it back to him.” Well, at that point, I can almost count the seconds until meltdown! I’m not saying that, just because Billy wants the truck, he should be allowed to bully Adam—far from it. What I am saying is that we need to listen to our children, even when they say things we don’t want to hear.


The same skills that I teach parents of infants—observing body language, listening to cries, slowing down so that you can really figure out what’s going on—those skills are just as important as your baby grows into a toddler and beyond, and as you and your child face new challenges.


Throughout this book, I’ll remind you of some of the techniques I’ve developed to help you tune in and take your time, particularly the acronym E.A.S.Y. (Eat, Activity, Sleep, and time for You; see Chapter 1).


I know firsthand that parenting is anything but “E.A.S.Y.” It’s particularly hard for new parents to know which end is up, especially sleep-starved new moms, but all parents need help. I’m just trying to give you tools to use when you might not have your wits about you.


I also know that life just gets more complicated as babies become toddlers and as the family grows. My goal is to keep your baby on track and your own life on an even keel—or at least as even as it can be with young children underfoot. In the middle of a tussle with your child or children, it’s easy to forget good advice and lapse into old patterns. I mean, how clearheaded can you be when your baby is screaming at the top of her lungs because her two-year-old brother, in the middle of supposedly learning how to use the toilet, decided that baby sister’s head was as good a place as any to test out his new Magic Marker?


I can’t be in each of your homes, but, if you have my handy little acronym in your head, maybe it will seem like I’m standing next to you, reminding you what to do. So here’s another acronym for your parental bag of tricks: “P.C.”


Be a “P.C.” Parent


I don’t mean politically correct; rather, a P.C. parent is patient and conscious, two qualities that will serve you well no matter how old your child is. Invariably, when I meet parents who are beset by a particular problem, my prescription always involves one, if not both, of these elements. But it’s not just problems that require P.C. parenting; so do everyday interactions. Playtime, a trip to the toilet, being with other children, and a host of other daily occurrences are enhanced by Mom or Dad having a P.C. mind-set.


No parent is P.C. all the time but the more we do it, the more it becomes a natural way of acting. We get better with practice.


Patience: it takes patience to parent well, because it’s a hard, seemingly endless road, one that requires a long-term perspective. Today’s Big Problem—whether it’s encouraging your child to eat more vegetables or to use the potty—becomes a distant memory a month later, but we tend to forget that when we’re living through it. I’ve seen it happen time and again: parents who, in the heat of the moment, take what seems like an easier road, only to find out that “accidental parenting” leads them to a dangerous dead end.


Having a child can be messy and disorderly, too. Therefore, you also need patience (and internal fortitude) to tolerate at least the clutter, spills, and finger marks, let alone the diaper and toilet messes. Parents who don’t will find it harder to get through their child’s firsts. What toddler manages to drink from a real cup without first spilling pints of liquid on the floor? Eventually, only a drizzle slips out the side of his mouth and then finally he gets most of it down, but it doesn’t happen overnight, and it certainly doesn’t happen without setbacks along the way. Allowing your child to master table skills, to learn how to pour or to wash himself, to let him walk around a living room filled with lots of no-nos—all of these things require parents’ patience.


Parents who lack this important quality can unwittingly create obsessive behaviors even in very young children. Tara, a two-year-old I met in my travels, had obviously learned her lessons well from her ultraneat mother, Cynthia. Walking into this mom’s house, it was hard to tell a toddler lived there. And no wonder. Cynthia hovered constantly and followed her daughter around with a damp cloth, wiping her face, mopping up her spills, putting toys back into the toy box the moment Tara dropped them. Tara was already a chip off the old block; “duhtee” was one of her first words. That might have been cute if it weren’t for the fact that Tara was afraid to venture very far on her own and cried if other kids touched her.


We do our little ones an injustice when we don’t allow them to do what kids do: get a little dirty and get into a little mischief every now and then. A wonderful P.C. mom I met told me she regularly had “Pig Night” with her children, a dinner without utensils. And here’s a surprising irony: when we actually give our kids permission to go wild, they often don’t stray as far as you think they will.


Patience is particularly critical when you’re trying to change bad habits. Naturally, the older the child, the longer it takes. Regardless of age, though, you must accept that change takes time—you can’t rush the process. But I will tell you this: it’s easier to be patient now and to take the time to teach your children and tell them what you expect. After all, who would you rather ask to clean up after himself, a two-year-old or a teenager?


Consciousness: consciousness of who your child is should begin the moment she takes her first breath outside the womb. Always be aware of your child’s perspective. I mean this both figuratively and literally; squat down to your child’s eye level. See what the world looks like from her vantage point. Take a whiff of the air. Imagine what the smells are like to a baby’s sensitive nose. Listen. How loud is the din of the crowd? Might it be a bit much for Baby’s ears?


I’m not saying you should stay away from new places. On the contrary, it’s good to expose children to new sights, sounds, and people. But, if your infant repeatedly cries in unfamiliar settings, as a conscious parent you’ll know that she’s telling you; “It’s too much. Please go slower” or “Try this with me in another month.” Consciousness lets you tune in and, in time, allows you to get to know your child and trust your instincts about her.


Consciousness is also a matter of thinking things through before you do them, and planning ahead. Don’t wait for disaster to strike, especially if you’ve been there before. For instance, if you see that your child and your best friend’s child are constantly at war and the morning always ends in tears, arrange a play date with a different child and, when you want to go out for a chat with your best friend, get a baby-sitter.


Consciousness means paying attention to the things you say and what you do with and to your child—and being consistent. Inconsistencies confuse children. So if one day you say, “No eating in the living room,” and the next night you ignore eating there, your words will eventually mean nothing. He’ll tune you out, and who can blame him?


Finally, consciousness is just that: being awake and being there for your child. I am pained when I see babies’ or very young children’s cries being ignored. Crying is the first language children speak. By turning our backs on them, we’re saying, “You don’t matter.” Eventually, unattended babies stop crying altogether, and they also stop thriving. I’ve seen parents allow children to cry in the name of toughening them up (“I don’t want him to get spoiled” or “A little crying will do him good”). And I’ve seen mothers throw up their hands and say, “Her sister needs me—she’ll just have to wait.” But then she makes the baby wait, and wait and wait. There is no good reason for ignoring a child.


We are our children’s best, and, for the first three years, only, teachers. We owe it to them to be P.C. parents—so that they can develop the best in themselves.


But Why Doesn’t It Work?


“Why doesn’t it work?” is by far one of the most common questions parents ask. Whether a mom is trying to get her seven-month-old to eat solid food, her two-year-old to use the potty or her toddler to stop hitting other kids, I often hear the old “yes, but” response. “Yes, I know you told me it will take time, but….” “Yes, I know you said I have to take him out of the room when he begins to get aggressive, but….”


My baby whispering techniques do work. I’ve used them myself with thousands of babies, and I’ve taught them to parents all over the globe. Granted, I know that some babies are more challenging than others—just like adults. Also, some periods of development, like when your child is teething or about to turn two, can be a bit hard on parents, as are unexpected illnesses (yours or your child’s). But almost any problem can be solved by going back to the basics.


When problems persist, it’s usually because of something the parents have done, or because of their attitude. So, if you’re reading this book because you want to change a bad pattern and restore harmony to your family, and nothing seems to be working—not even my suggestions—really ask yourself if one of the following applies to you.


You’re following your child, rather than establishing a routine. If you’ve read my first book, Secrets of the Baby Whisperer, you know that I’m a firm believer in a structured routine (see Chapter 1). You start, ideally, from the day you bring your little bundle home from the hospital. Of course, if you didn’t start then, you can also introduce a routine at eight weeks, or three months, or even later. But the older the baby, the more trouble you will have. And that’s when I hear from parents, in a desperate phone call or an e-mail like this:


I’m a first-time mother with Sofia, my 8½-week-old baby. I’m having problems setting a routine for her, as she is so inconsistent. What worries me is her erratic feeding and sleeping patterns. Please advise.


That’s a classic case of following the baby. Little Sofia is not inconsistent—she’s a baby. I’d bet the mother is inconsistent, because she’s following her 8½-week-old daughter. This mom says she’s trying to institute a routine, but she’s really not taking charge. (I talk about what she should do in Chapter 1.) We’re there to guide our children, not to follow them—and maintaining a routine is equally important with older babies and toddlers.


You’ve been doing accidental parenting. Unfortunately, in the heat of the moment, parents sometimes do anything to make their baby stop crying or to get a toddler to calm down. Often, the “anything” turns into a bad habit that they later have to break—and that’s accidental parenting.


You’re not reading your child’s cues. A mom will call me in desperation: “He used to be on schedule, and now he’s not. How do I get him back on track?” When I hear any version of that phrase—“used to be and now is not”—it means not only that the parents are letting the baby take over but also usually that they’re paying more attention to the clock (or their own needs) than the baby himself. They’re not reading his body language, tuning in to his cries.


You’re not factoring in that young children change constantly. I also hear the “used to be” phrase when parents don’t realize that it’s time to make a shift. A four-month-old who is on a routine designed for his first three months (see Chapter 1) will become cranky. The truth is that the only constant in the job of parenting is change.
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