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Introduction


Welcome to Oh Crap! Potty Training. This is the definitive guide to potty training. I’m Jamie, and I will be your tour guide on this really cool journey. What? Cool journey? Yep, you heard right. The first step I want you to take in beginning potty training is to wrap your head around what a very cool milestone this is. Walking and talking, learning to read and tie shoes and ride bikes are all really cool milestones that we, as parents, look forward to. Potty training, however, fills us with dread, right? It shouldn’t. One of the coolest things I’ve discovered about potty training is that it’s your first glimpse into how your child learns. Every child learns—and therefore potty trains—a little differently, and you get great insight into your child’s learning methods and curve.


If you don’t know my history as a potty trainer, you can check my bio on the website (http://www.jamieglowacki.com). Despite a solid decade of potty training experience, my business exploded when in 2011 when I began to work with lots of people all at the same time, which gave me insight into emerging new trends, new problems, and new parenting methods and styles. I also discovered that there really isn’t one method for potty training, because even though there’s a necessary component to all successful methods—to potty train, you must take the diapers off the child—children are different and respond to different approaches. In this book, I’m going to teach you the most painless way to get your child out of diapers, but more important, I’m going to present the answers to any questions you might have going forward from that point. Bottom line: all kids react differently to not wearing a diaper, and that, my friends, is what everyone fears. We’ll get into all the nitty-gritty details soon enough. First, though, I need to do some myth busting, and you need to do some mental prep. Then I’ll walk you through the first few days of potty training, and finally, we’ll get to all the potential questions you might have.


I used to call this a three-day plan. There’s a reason there are a million “three-day potty training methods” out there on the internet. It takes roughly three days for the average child to get over the major hump of potty training. But your child is unique, as is your relationship with her. Every child has his own learning curve, and—this is a big and—you have an emotional investment in this. One of the reasons I can potty train someone else’s child in a day is that I don’t have an emotional investment. It’s not my child. You and your child have a wonderfully strong bond; this is to both your advantage and your disadvantage. So, yes, some bumps can appear on this road. Over the years, I’ve found that some parents get all wrapped up in potty training in three days flat. This creates the very pressure you want to avoid when potty training. If you put pressure on the process, it will collapse.


I’ll also throw this in: we all know how very different our children are from one another, and yet somehow the media has led us to think that there’s a cookie-cutter version of potty training that will work for every kid. Impossible. How could one way work identically on very different people? Kind of weird when you think of it that way, isn’t it?


It will take most kids about three to seven days for the potty training to click. For some kids, the process may be longer, while for others, it will be shorter. You won’t know what kind of kid you have until you jump in, but no matter how fast or slow the process is, it’s all okay and expected. It’s the same as learning to read. Some kids pick it up quickly and seemingly intuitively, while others take longer to string letters together into sounds (the latter is more common, btw). I’m going to give you markers to track progress, because that’s what’s important here. This whole thing is about progress, not perfection. What we are going to be doing is bringing your child’s awareness from Clueless to I Peed to I’m Peeing to I Have to Go Pee. That’s it. Each segment can take roughly a day. Some kids cruise through one component and stall out on another. Again, we won’t know until you jump in.


You should notice that nothing here is written in stone as an absolute. We are dealing with little human beings. Their brains aren’t mature yet, but these little people are very capable of thinking their own thoughts, and they come chock-full of their own personalities. I’m passionate about potty training because of the many differences between one child and another, so having said that, you need to keep your child’s individual personality in the front of your mind as you go through this process, yes?


On that note, what you are reading is a curriculum. I don’t hold the magic keys. You do. I am a potty training expert, but you are the expert on your child. If I say something that doesn’t resonate, ditch it. I do my best to back up everything I say with a healthy dose of why, but I’m happy to be wrong.


A few quick side notes before we begin. Throughout this book, I’ve shared a lot of blog posts I’ve written. I highly suggest you subscribe to my blog. I learn new things every day from clients, and I keep my thoughts very up to the minute there. Plus, I’ve been told I’m funny.


In using this book, I highly recommend you read up through chapter 5, “Ditch the Diapers! The How-To.” I’ve kept the how-to as simple as possible, because some people cruise right through the process with nary a question. The rest of the book is all—and I mean all—I know about potty training. It’s an overwhelming number of what-ifs and how to fix them. This sort of thing may be your idea of fun reading, but I don’t recommend overwhelming yourself with potential problems that may never exist for you.


I will mention clients and specific situations throughout. For privacy, all names have been changed. I’ve also blended various scenarios for brevity.


I cuss, my humor has been termed “sick,” and I’m pretty sarcastic. It’s not out of disrespect. I make my living talking about poop; I have to have some levity. I don’t mean to offend, nor do I take such a major milestone lightly. Still, sometimes no word other than “f**k” will do.


I’m thrilled you’ve chosen me to help you on this journey. Now… are you ready to kick some potty training butt?










CHAPTER 1 In the Beginning…



First off, although I’ll admit that I really like the word crap, I tend to use pee and poop with my own child, and those are the words I’ll use in this book. I think they are pretty commonplace and fit the bill nicely. However, don’t feel you have to use them. You should decide on your own family’s lingo. Any words will do, as long as there is consistency.


One thing I’ll be talking about quite a lot is mixed messages. We send our children many mixed messages about potty training, and I think that’s one of the reasons it’s become such a huge ordeal. The words you use are just one example. I don’t care if you choose to say poop, crap, she-she, urine, BM, peeps, caca, doody, lala, foofoo… whatever. Just be consistent. Bear in mind, this word will be said very loudly in church, at the library, in the market. Be sure it’s a word you are comfortable with at high volume and frequency. I’ve worked with parents who say “caca” at home and then try to get away with “BM” in public. The toddler mind doesn’t work that way. Don’t confuse the issue.


Regarding the term “potty training,” I know some parents object to the term. I’ve heard it said that training is for animals, not children. Let’s just agree that “training” is synonymous with “learning” for our purposes. After all, even as an adult, you “train” in something in order to learn it. As an analogy, when you get a new job, you receive training. Someone already skilled guides you through your new duties. On your first day of work, does your boss sit and wait for your cues that you’re ready? Ready for what? When you make a mistake, does your boss get distraught and fire you? No. Most likely, you are clearly told what is expected of you and shown how to do it. When you make mistakes, your boss gently tells you what you did wrong and how do it right. After a certain amount of time, you’re expected to have mastered your new duties. There you go—that’s potty training.


I also like to compare potty training to learning to walk. I’ve always been amazed by kids learning to walk. Let’s face it—they get around much faster by crawling. So why take on this new skill? Because it’s in our nature as humans to walk upright. It’s also in our nature to pee and poop in designated areas. Even cultures that don’t have plumbing have definitive places for excrement.


Think back to when your child learned to walk. You probably watched her constantly to make sure she didn’t whack her head on something. You put her between your legs and held her hands and helped her along. You cheered her on and smothered her with kisses. You showed off her new skill to anyone who set foot in your house. When she fell and cried, you picked her up, dusted her off, and encouraged her to try again. Did you give her stickers or M&Ms for learning to walk? Did you beg and plead and ask her a million times a day if she felt like walking? Did you get all freaked out? Did you consult everyone you knew and research the topic endlessly? Probably not. You knew your child should start walking around twelve months, give or take a couple of months on either side. You might have bought a little push toy to help the process. You would have been concerned if she were eighteen months old and not showing any sign of walking. Generally speaking, you probably used your parental intuition and your knowledge of your child to help her learn how to walk.


Ideally, you’ll have a similar philosophy toward potty training.


One thing I’ve always found bizarre is that parents assume that potty training is just something the child is going to pick up. Why would they? They might realize it’s in their future, but so is driving. The need to pee and poop is a primal one; learning to put it somewhere specific is social, and social behavior must be taught.


I like to remind parents that kids don’t know the beauty of potty training. The only thing they know is the comfort and safety of wearing a diaper. This is completely uncharted territory. Since coming out of the womb, all they’ve known is a snug diaper. Seriously: some babies have a diaper on before their first nursing! It’s like the ultimate security blanket. This is especially important to remember if you’re met with resistance. Not wearing a diaper can feel strange, uncomfortable, and unsafe to a small child. It’s your job to guide your child through this new territory. After all, using the potty is a skill you’ve already mastered. Well, let’s hope so anyway.


So let’s get down to the nitty-gritty. The number one question I’m most asked is “What’s the trick?” Are you ready for the trick? The Big Trick of Potty Training? Memorize this. Study it intently. Are you sure you’re ready?


YOU.


Let me repeat that. You, you, you, you, you, you.


YOU are the parent. YOU provide safety and boundaries for your child. YOU are the teacher. YOU provide a loving environment where it’s safe to grow. Again, YOU provide the boundaries. It is your job to nurture your child to their fullest potential. It’s your job to instill dignity and self-respect.


More than just you, it’s your commitment. This is a big deal, your commitment. Potty training is not rocket science by any means. I can tell you what to do until I’m blue in the face, but until you decide you are committed to the process, it’s not going to fly with your child.


When I say “commitment,” I mean your commitment to consistency. This is a new skill you are teaching your child. Humans learn by repetition. I repeat: humans learn by repetition.


Even as an adult, have you learned a skill and then not used it consistently and lost it? Of course you have. Pick a skill. I’ve tried to learn knitting for years. I start, and then I don’t do it enough, and I forget. I have to learn all over again every time. It’s ever so slightly easier the next time, but not by much. How about playing a musical instrument? Consistent practice is vital. Very few people make significant progress by playing just once in a while. Think of your job. Skills that are now second nature once took a lot of thought and concentration. After enough repetition, things just sink in.


While potty training, you need to be consistent and firm. By firm, I mean “without question,” not aggressive or pushy. I would say firm can be a pretty contentious word in parenting these days. I have so many clients who are afraid of being firm. Being firm and meaning business is good, and it doesn’t have to look mean. Many modern parents are afraid of being an authoritative presence in their homes. Most of the time this is because their parents were over-the-top authoritative (authoritarian), and it left a sour taste in their mouth and/or resulted in years of therapy. Still, there’s a happy medium. Your child needs you to be the authority figure and wants you to be in charge. To have no boundaries is like a free fall through life. So don’t be afraid of being assertive and firm. Again, not mean, not aggressive or pushy. We’ll definitely touch on this throughout the book for clarity.


Consistency is how your child learns effortlessly. How many times did you sing the ABC song before your child sang it through by herself? Did you sing it a couple of times every couple of weeks and then expect her to sing it for Grandma? I don’t know about you, but I think I sang that song twenty times an hour, over and over and over. Remember, too, that children love consistency. All children, even adventurous children, love routine. Read it again. Sing it again. Build it again. Things we repeat feel safe to our kids. They know what to expect and are prepared. Spirited children, especially, need and crave routine.


It’s amazing to me that we would expect a child to step up to the task of potty training without this consistency. Examples of inconsistency are to occasionally have them go on the pot but sometimes put on a diaper, or to sometimes demand they go on the pot but other times let it slide. This results in such a constant giving and taking away of responsibility that it’s no wonder so many power struggles ensue. Doesn’t that make sense? It does to me, and yet I often hear these statements:




“We don’t really care right now.”


“We’re going to wait till she’s ready.”


“We’re just being really casual about it.”





“We don’t really care right now.”


What I think people mean when they say this is that they’re not really committed—that it’s not a high priority in their lives right now. Which is fine. Just be honest with yourself. If it’s not a high priority with you, it’s not going to be a high priority for your child either. I spend a great deal of time in my classes on this topic. Often, parents realize that they are afraid to commit because they don’t know what to do and they’re concerned that they might fail.


More often, though, parents feel something along the lines of, “Eh… we just don’t feel like it’s that important right now,” “We are doing other things,” or “What’s the rush? She’ll do it. I mean, she’s not going to college in diapers, right?” True, your child is most likely not going to college in diapers. But I routinely get clients who’ve had to delay preschool because of a lack of potty training. Last September, two sets of parents came to me after their children were asked to leave kindergarten for not being trained properly. So yeah, it might not be vital right this minute, but it’s going to creep up on you faster than you know. And I’ll be beating this particular horse till it’s good and dead: the longer you wait to potty train, the harder it gets.


Another reason behind the “we don’t care” attitude is that something is happening in your life and you know you can’t give potty training the attention it needs. That’s completely understandable if there’s actually going to be a break in the action at some point. I remember a mom emailing me. She and her husband were both medical residents, and she was expecting her second child. She felt life was too hectic to potty train. To this, I responded, “It’s not going to be any less hectic for your family for a good long time.” True, if you are moving or traveling, now might not be the best time to potty train. But if your life itself is busy, you are going to have to carve out some time regardless.


I won’t lie to you. This process is going to require attention and focus on your part. Potty training is all you will be thinking about for at least a week or so. However, it will be—it should be—effortless on your child’s part.


Do I think it should be a high priority no matter what’s happening in your life right now? Yes, absolutely. Here’s why:




	
Environment. One year of one child using disposable diapers uses two full grown trees. Do the math, and it’s downright scary. There’s just no reason to prolong diaper use. Even if you use solely cloth—which very few people do—you’re still using valuable resources such as water for cotton processing and diaper washing.


	
Landfill space. It’s estimated that disposable diapers take anywhere from two hundred fifty to five hundred years to decompose. They are accumulating in our landfills at an alarming rate. What’s worse is very few people dispose of the poop in the toilet before throwing away the diaper—did you even know you’re supposed to do that?—so there’s the added problem of raw sewage in our landfills.


	
Your child’s dignity. This is one I’ll repeat over and over. We both know just how smart your child is. Doesn’t he deserve the dignity of not crapping in a diaper and still worse, sitting in it? Really think about that. Think about where your child is developmentally and just how undignified this is. I hear parents talk about giving their child self-esteem. Self-esteem comes from mastering a task, from gaining dignity and self-respect. Potty training is a way you can give this to your child.





“We’re going to wait till she’s ready.”


Oh. Boy. As reasons for delaying potty training go, this is the big one. I’d say this particular rationale is responsible for more potty training drama than any other. If you really follow this thought through, it doesn’t make any sense. First, I’d like to point out some realities of toddlerhood. In what other area of development do you wait until your child is ready? Do you wait until he’s ready to go to bed? (I sincerely hope not. That’s another book entirely.) How about when your toddler decides she’s ready to play with knives? If you have errands to run, do you stay home until your toddler is ready to leave the house? What about if she’s not ready to get in her car seat? Do you drive off anyway?


I’m being a bit facetious, of course, but I’m just trying to point out that there are nonnegotiables with our children. We don’t let toddlers decide too much on their own; their brains just aren’t fully formed yet. We are constantly deciding things for them, for their well-being, developmental and emotional growth, and safety. These nonnegotiables exist simply because we, as the more experienced humans, understand some things better than our toddlers do.


One of my favorite books in the parenting world is Simplicity Parenting by Kim John Payne. The most fabulous concept I got from his book is that we are, in general, offering our children too many choices. Further, we are expecting them to have the thought processes of an adult. Children don’t have fully developed frontal lobes, which are responsible for judgment. We cannot present them with unlimited choices. If we do, they will not make good long-term choices. To expect them to do so is to rush childhood, which is wild when you think about it. I feel that the idea of “waiting till they are ready” falls into the category of giving the toddler more choices than he can reasonably handle.


In my experience, “waiting till they are ready” leads to disasters. You’ve probably heard, unless you live in a cave, that “ready” is around three years. Not so. That’s past ready. Once a child is three, he is well into the process of individualization, which is the process by which he begins to realize he is his own person and has his own free will and can make his own choices. Hmmm. What do you suppose will happen if he decides he doesn’t want to use the potty and that the diaper is working just fine for him?


I’ll tell you what will happen: you’ll have a drama-filled disaster. It’s really hard to potty train children over three. They have free will, and they know how to use it.


So this notion of “waiting till they’re ready” is somewhat ludicrous. You are going to have to give potty training some attention and focus, whether you tackle it when your child is two, three, four, five, or six years old. Regardless of the child’s age, she is still going to need your attention, help, and guidance. Please don’t wait until she is beyond four—talk about giving her low self-esteem. If you wait that long, you should probably save for therapy, not college.


There’s also the question of what, exactly, “ready” means. If you are waiting for a magical day when your child up and decides diapers are no longer for him and just does his business on the toilet, keep dreaming. This child is a fictional character. Okay, not completely fictional, but this child is extremely rare. And no matter what you’ve heard about other parents’ kids, I have to be honest—I think some moms who say their kid just decided on his own one day have sort of fudged the details. I know this is shocking, but some moms are competitive. Also, I think potty training pains are like labor pains: the details get fuzzy over time.


I’d say my biggest fight as a potty trainer is this “wait till they are ready” business. The only reason I do fight is for the kids; in my job, I have the dubious luxury of seeing big numbers, and I see where this can lead. Frankly, it can lead to full-blown disasters. It can lead to six-year-olds requesting diapers so they can poop. A friend of mine told me about a parenting forum where a mom was talking about her six-year-old wearing pull-ups to his first sleepover. He was mortified when he got home. He told his mom, “This is your fault.” There you have it. Despite all this, the other moms on the forum were saying things like, “Don’t worry. He’ll do it when he’s ready.” OMG. So maybe some kids will be going to college in diapers.


The whole point is this: some kids will never be “ready” on their own. Also, trying to potty train an older child is hard. I also suspect that the muscles used to control holding and releasing pee and poop are developing around two years of age. If you wait beyond three years of age to potty train, it’s as though these muscles have learned to not be able to hold the pee. This is my own theory based upon what I know about muscle development, combined with the large number of incontinence issues I’ve seen in kids over three.


Dr. T. Berry Brazelton is a very famous pediatrician who has become the foremost advocate of late potty training. He’s promoted late potty training and the whole “wait till they’re ready theory” since the 1960s and pretty aggressively at that. It also turns out that he was a paid spokesperson for Pampers. Pretty clear conflict of interest, don’t you think? Bear in mind that disposable diapers are a $450-billion-a-year business, so there’s a pretty high stake in keeping you mucked up about potty training. If you’d like to read my very hard-core view (meaning, I drop the f-bomb every two sentences) you can check out my blog post “I’m Pissed and I’m Naming Names.”


Rather than thinking about readiness, I’d like you to think in terms of capability, as in, “Is my child capable of learning this right now?”


In expressing this idea to parents, I often use the example of my son learning to tie his shoes. He never really asked me if he could learn this skill, and Velcro had certainly made my life easier. Still, I know that learning to tie shoes generally happens sometime around kindergarten, and I think it’s a pretty important life skill. I therefore made a concerted effort, once he hit that age, to buy only shoes with laces. I knew if I bought Velcro, I’d cave in to the morning rush. Life will always happen, so if we want to change something, we have to make an effort. I set aside thirty minutes every morning to teach my son to tie his shoes. There was a fair amount of frustration; the worst was on my part for feeling that I was inept or that I was not being a good teacher, despite the fact that I’ve been tying shoes for years. The whole process required a fair amount of patience from us both. Still, after six days of consistently attending to this task, voilà! My son can tie his own shoes. Did he show signs of readiness? No, not really. Rather, I used an outside age marker and my “Spidey Mom Sense” to determine that he was capable.


In my experience, many not-yet-potty-trained kids are capable, and may even show outward signs of readiness. But I think in our very busy lives, these subtle signs go undetected. I also think most people think the desire and willingness to sit and go potty on the toilet will increase with time. As in, if he asks to go on the potty once in a while right now, next month he will be asking to go every day. Again, this is just my experience, but I’ve found that if you don’t seize the appropriate window, the kid just moves on and forgets about it. In other words, the interest in using the toilet does not increase exponentially with time—it peaks and goes away.


Most moms, probably including you, are reading this book because you know deep in your heart that your child is ready. Go with that feeling. I’m going to help you tap into your own intuition about potty training. I’m a big believer in “go with your gut.”



“We’re just being really casual about it.”


I hear this one a lot, and to some extent, it’s fine. Just know that if you’re really casual about potty training, your child will also be really casual about it. I should clarify that by “casual,” I don’t mean you have a casual demeanor. I mean you have your child pee in the potty once or twice a day, or you sometimes put a diaper on him and sometimes don’t. The problem with this approach is there comes a time when it’s no longer appropriate. Maybe your chosen preschool or kindergarten won’t allow your child attend untrained. Or you were fine with the casual approach for a two- or three-year old, but now your child is four, and you feel like it’s time to get serious. Stay casual too long and you will have missed the window of opportunity; consequently, it becomes infinitely harder to train the child. You’ll be facing nothing but power struggles, and your life will turn into a living hell.


I also think “being casual about it” sends a very mixed message. Let’s look at this through toddler eyes. Remember toddlers are sponges; they learn very quickly. Also remember that toddlers are linear thinkers with no concept of time. Let’s say you start with casual potty training. You announce that you are potty training, but what you mean is that you are going to have your child pee when it’s convenient, such as in the morning before getting dressed. Or in the evening before bath. Your child is going to literally learn this: potty training means peeing on the potty sometimes, but not all the time.


Let’s say you take this approach for about a year, which is what usually happens. Then the time comes when the potty training needs to be done already. You say, “Okay, now it’s really time to potty train.”


Your child is going to do a toddler version of “WTF? I’ve got this down. I’m doing what she asked.” In switching approaches, you’ve just added a complicated additional step to the whole process. As a result, you have to reteach the concept of what potty training means. Do you see?


I think a lot of parents expect that the child will realize naturally that one day, he’s going to go pee and poop on the toilet, but in reality, that’s a big conceptual leap to expect from a toddler. Why would your child make that assumption when all he’s known since birth is a diaper?


The whole casual approach makes me cringe. I’d say a good 80 percent of my current clients are parents who took this approach and now have an older child in diapers. Then they have to call me in. It is not easy to potty train four- and five-year-olds—trust me. I’m not judging at all, but IT’S JUST SO MUCH EASIER WHEN YOU POTTY TRAIN AT THE APPROPRIATE TIME! Heavy on the capitals, I know, but I feel that strongly about this.


Most children between eighteen and twenty-four months begin to show an interest in the toilet. Often this has more to do with the toilet itself, the bathroom, and the spinning toilet paper than it does with a bodily function. It’s also an interest in mimicking Mom and Dad. This interest doesn’t necessarily signal any readiness to potty train; I always look for other markers. This brings us the next big issue in potty training.










CHAPTER 2 When to Start



Let me state this simply: when is almost more important than how. Unequivocally, potty training is easiest when done between the ages of twenty and thirty months. It certainly can be done earlier or later, with caveats. For instance, most children younger than twenty months won’t connect the dots as quickly as older kids do, which means you’ll need to be more responsible for acting on their cues (as opposed to expecting them to act on their own) than you would be if they were older.


However, before twenty months is unbelievably easier than after thirty months. Kids over thirty months are that much more sophisticated and skilled at manipulation. They know the power of choice and free will. My mom likes to say, “You want to do it before they know they have a choice in the matter.” Anyone with a three-year-old can tell you they are very adept at exerting their will. Your power struggles will be huge. And guess what? You won’t win.


Smack-dab in the middle of that twenty- to thirty-month-age range is best for most people. Right around twenty-four months is ideal. At this age, your child is eager to please, is connecting a lot of the dots in the big world around him, is still malleable, and is dying for more responsibility. Think about it. Kids at this age love helping and feeling important. They want to help cook and clean and do chores around the house—it’s the perfect time to hand them their very own responsibility. You want to take advantage of this eager-to-please phase. It’s natural and it’s good and, unfortunately, it will go away. Trust me.


Mind you, there are always going to be exceptions. More recently, I’ve seen an increase in moms who know their kids are very capable of potty training before twenty months. And of course, there are plenty of children who potty train just fine in the thirty- to thirty-six-month age range. Still, in my experience, this age range is when things start getting tricky. And in case you didn’t get my memo, waiting until after three is going to bring you struggles. We’ll deal with the specific issues associated with younger and older kids in the later chapters.


Why this time frame?




	There are certain “windows of opportunity” in development, during which a developmental task can be accomplished with the least amount of conscious effort on the part of the child. There are many such windows of opportunity during childhood. For example, weaning. Many kids wean at twelve months, because it’s usually very easy to do at that particular age. Four months, twelve months, twenty-four months, and thirty months are documented windows of opportunity for easy weaning. Can it be done at other times? Sure, it just requires a little more effort on the part of both mother and child. Similarly, there’s a window of opportunity for learning a language. Researchers and parents alike know how effortlessly a child picks up a second language before the age of five. The same is true for learning a first language. I once worked with a child who had been secluded in a studio apartment for all of her five years of life with her drug-addicted mother. Because of her limited social exposure, she missed the window of opportunity to learn her first language, English. To this day, she requires major speech therapy and struggles in school. If you want to potty train with the least amount of effort, the window of opportunity is between twenty and thirty months. It’s just easier, that’s all.

This period of time is also a developmental window during which there appears to be almost a lull in learning new skills. You child has probably learned the basics, like eating, walking, and working through separation anxiety. During this period, he is really just honing his skills. Nothing too momentous is being “worked out” developmentally during this time. Note that windows are relative to one another, though, so if your child has had delays in other big milestones, he will naturally be a bit delayed in potty training.




	Teaching a child to use the potty imparts her with dignity and self-respect. At this age, your child is learning at the speed of light. You’re probably amazed and amused by what she is now capable of. Capable of. Do not underestimate what your child is capable of. I see tons of parents gleefully showing off their child’s genius, while that same kid is sitting in her own poop. That’s not right. It’s insulting to your child’s intelligence to think she can’t learn this new skill.


	For several reasons, if you wait too long after thirty months, the process of potty training becomes a chore for you as well as for your child. There will be fights and power struggles, and things will get ugly fast. It will take soooo much longer. In my experience, if your child isn’t fully trained by four, the likelihood of a child being a bed wetter are increased by 50 percent. You want to try on low self-esteem? Try going to your first sleepover and wetting the bed.


	Also, as I’ve mentioned, after thirty months your child will be well into the process of individualization, that psychological process in which your child learns that he is his own person and that he is separate and distinct from you. This process is marked by defiance and resistance as he learns to express his free will. This process is normal, but things get ugly if you wait until then to potty train. There will be a power struggle and for the first time ever, your child will literally be holding all the power, in the form of pee and poop. You will not win.


	This ideal potty training time frame is usually accompanied by other markers, which I look for even before I look at age:



	Does your child retreat to a corner or private place to poop?


	Can your child recite the “ABC” song?


	Can your child communicate his needs? By this I mean:



	Can your child somehow ask for water, juice, or milk when he’s thirsty?


	Can your child somehow ask for a snack when he’s hungry?


	Can your child throw a tantrum for candy at the market?


	Can your child throw a tantrum for just about anything?















If your child is retreating to some private place—any place: under the table, another room, maybe even just turning his back—to poop, it is absolutely time to start potty training. This means your child is equating pooping with privacy, which is a natural and correct progression. Your child is showing embarrassment. To be clear, these bodily functions are normal, and you should not embarrass your child about them. However, with socialization comes a sense of shame in performing bodily functions in front of others. If you were sitting in my class and pooped in your pants, you’d be embarrassed. I’m warning you—if you don’t recognize this sign of readiness and act on it, your child will soon forget to be embarrassed. When this happens, you end up with a five-year-old who’s not bothered at all by pooping in his pants.


In my experience, the “ABC” song is a rough—but by no means definitive—gauge of where your child is developmentally. Kids who can recite the song have learned some language and, most likely, they’ve learned it through repetition. So maybe your kid isn’t busting out with full paragraphs of speech. If he can say his ABCs, he’s probably ready. Again, I’m just going by my own experience; I’ve just seen a correlation between the ability to recite this song and ease of potty training.


Tantrums are due to your child wanting something—anything—and you not giving it. If your child is aware of thirst, hunger, and desires (wants), and can act on those awarenesses, then your child is perfectly capable of regulating her bodily functions; your child is ready to be potty trained.


Just in case I haven’t beaten you over the head enough with this time frame, I’ll reiterate. Between twenty and thirty months is the perfect time to potty train. Trust me. It’s almost freaky how much resistance you will encounter if you attempt to potty train after thirty months.


Now, let’s say your child has all of the markers I’ve been talking about, and you’re just not convinced of his readiness. Or you are wildly unsure. Or you don’t want to eff this up. Or everyone but everyone is telling you that twenty-four months is too early to potty train.


I CANNOT STRESS THIS ENOUGH: if you are attempting to potty train and you have major doubts, it will NOT go well for you. I have seen it time and time and time again. YOU MUST BELIEVE YOU ARE DOING THE RIGHT THING. You must know that your child is capable of this. It’s okay to be a little unsure, but you must be determined. If you are in two camps—sure and unsure—your child will be, too. It will look like a hot mess. I have no other words to explain this phenomenon by which your kid picks up on your attitude other than woo-woo words, like “vibe” and “energy.” If your mind isn’t made up, your child will pick up on it and mirror being sure and unsure. Whenever I get a client whose situation suggests a lack of determination, I usually start with the “Are you sure you are committed?” speech. My blog is peppered with the importance of determination and we’ll discuss it more in later chapters. I used the word vibe earlier because I’m all airy-fairy, but if you’re not, nonverbal cues work, too.


Nonverbal cues can be easier understood if you’ve ever been around animals. Especially dogs. I used to not be a dog person. Since we got a dog, I’m a total dog person. And since I have a dog and five-year-old, I can’t help but notice many similarities between these two small beings. It didn’t take me long to figure out how much information our dog receives from nonverbal cues. This dog (and while I love her, I don’t think she’s special in this respect) knows the different sounds my pots and pans make and which one is most likely to yield a snack. She knows that when my coffee starts brewing, it’s time to wake up and pee. But mostly she senses excitement, anticipation, and fear in me. And she reacts accordingly.


A few weeks back, we were going on a road trip to see my best friend. Stella (the dog) was coming with us, but she didn’t seem to get that. That morning, the packing, the anticipation, the energy of going on a trip was driving her bananas. She was under foot and whining. I finally put her in the car to wait for us and she settled right down. She knew something was happening and she wasn’t sure what. Once in the car, she was okay. Like, “I’m going with them. Okay. Cool.”


OUR CHILDREN ARE NO DIFFERENT. They are just figuring out the big world around them. They are sensitive and on high alert for new information, largely from nonverbal cues. They are watching, listening, and, more important, sensing what it is we are feeling. And they are going to react accordingly.


I think most people don’t even realize how sensitive our children are because we talk to them and assume that they understand. So even if we are shaking with fear, we assume that we can talk our way out of it. But with little kids, that’s not true. They pick up that vibe way more than they pick up on the words.


I’ve seen the mere mention of potty training drain the color from a parent’s face, send waves of panic through her body, and set off the craziest thread of comments on Facebook. So many parents jump into the first day of potty training with that very same vibe: one of panic, dread, and fear. And then they can’t figure out why their child is resisting or kicking up dirt. Why on earth would a child want to do something that’s got Mom so wound up?


Imagine going to your child’s first dental visit with that panic and dread. Yikes. Good luck with that.


So how do you fix it? How do you stay calm and trust your gut?


You think of this as a developmental milestone—which it is—not a potential war. You know in your heart when your child is capable of doing this. You don’t post on Facebook when you are ready to start and get sixty-four varying opinions. You realize your child is an individual and will have his own learning curve. You recognize that he may not do this just like your best friend’s kids. And you realize this is not a measurement of your parenting. It’s just something you are teaching your child.


Panic, fear, and dread will only put more difficulties in your path. Relaxed is key.


Since the original writing of this book, more and more parents are choosing to begin potty training between eighteen and twenty-two months. This was actually the expected time to potty train a generation ago. Modern moms training during this period are having huge success, because the potty just becomes another thing the child is learning; it’s not wrapped up in any other drama, like the drama of being two. I will specifically address kids under twenty months and over thirty months in chapter 15, “Younger Than Twenty Months, Older Than Three Years.”


For now, let’s bust up some myths and misconceptions that might be blocking your path to easy potty training.










CHAPTER 3 Myths and Misconceptions



Okay, so we’re clear on when to potty train. Now I’d like to talk about some common myths and misconceptions—some widely held beliefs you may have heard or read. Some are so common, they’ve almost become law. They’ve infiltrated day cares, playgrounds, and community centers. Some are convenient sound bites that I often read or hear about. I’m going to deconstruct them here, so we can get logical about all of this.


Warning: You may need to use some common sense here, so be prepared.


Take a moment to think about whether these statements are true or false:




	It’s best to wait until your child gives you signals.


	Boys are harder to train than girls are.


	It’s easier to train for pee first, then tackle poop.


	You should put the potty chair out before you start training so your child can get used to it.






Myths


Myth 1: It’s best to wait until your child gives you signals.


False. We’ve sort of covered the idea of “waiting till they’re ready,” but let’s give it some more thought. What does a parent mean by, “I’m going to wait till he gives me signals that he’s ready”? What signals? Some not-yet-potty-trained kids start staying dry during naps, or wake up dry in the morning, but not usually. Some kids show an interest in the toilet, but others don’t ever show an interest. Are you waiting for your child to wave a flag that says, “I have to pee”? Remember, all your child has known is a diaper. What signal could they possibly give when they don’t know what it is they should be signaling? Just think about it. How do you signal for a brand-new action? Once potty training has begun, sure, your child will have signals. For instance, she might do a pee-pee dance. This could be the classic hopping from foot to foot. Other “dances” or signals could include staying completely still. You might notice that she looks antsy or twitchy. Regardless of your individual child’s signals that she has to pee, they develop once you’ve begun potty training, not before. To wait for a signal from your child that he is ready to begin potty training is inviting trouble.


Myth 2: Boys are harder to train than girls are.


Really false. This one ticks me off. A lot. Mostly because so many people buy this crap. Close your eyes and give this some serious thought. Why on earth would this be true? Some people in my class have suggested it’s because girls supposedly mature faster than boys. Perhaps this is true, but it becomes significant much later, like during the preteen years. Not so much at two. When I see a group of two-year-olds, they all seem on pretty even ground. It’s all pretty much “don’t hit and please share.” If anything, I think boys are easier to train than girls. They can pretty much pee anywhere. He’s got to go in the parking lot? Just pull down the pants and pee on the tires. And this is just my own personal observation, but because a boy’s equipment is outside and a girl’s is neatly tucked away, I think boys do a much more prominent pee-pee dance. And mostly I refuse to believe that at this age, my son is not as smart as some girl! Use your common sense and intuition here. Boys are not harder to train than girls. There are some differences between the genders, but “different” doesn’t mean “harder.”


Myth 3: It’s easier to train for pee first, then tackle poop.


This is absolutely false. I’ve heard this before, but I don’t even know how you’d approach training this way—put a diaper on for poop, or what? This is one of the oddest myths out there, but it is out there, so I’m addressing it. Your child will very easily identify both pee and poop as bodily functions that need to go in the pot, even though the sensations accompanying them come from two different places. This is not to say that parents and children don’t often have a difficult time with poop. Poop actually has its very own chapter. And I might point out that it’s the longest chapter in the book. It’s a big frigging deal that’s recently gotten bigger.


For now, just remember your child has only known squishy poop against his butt. It sounds gross, but it’s a sensation he knows and is comfortable with. And kids’ little bodies generally produce an absurd amount of poop, usually quite effortlessly. The sensation of poop just sliding out and not hanging around is brand-new and somewhat scary.


In general, we are a culture that disdains the very important bodily function of pooping, and that’s what our kids learn. Given that, is it any wonder that some kids don’t want to poop? Look at how you act about poop, both your own and your child’s. You have to make this a very normal, important function for your child. From the time you are done reading this book until you begin potty training, you should be letting your child come with you to pee and poop. It’s very important to have your child see that pooping is normal, it doesn’t hurt, and its existence doesn’t have to be veiled in secrecy. I highly suggest that if you or your partner is a New York Times kind of person, get things rolling by bringing your child with you. Have them sit on the floor and read, or you can read to them. Does that sound freaky to you? If it does, it’s a good indicator that your poop values are a little more stringent than you thought. Loosen up… it will help your child.


All the time, I’ll hear parents say something like, “Oh! We are total poop people. Very comfortable with it. Yup. No issues here.” And then their kid has a hard time with poop. When I suggest they take their kid with them to poop, they freak out about how weird and gross that is. If this is weird and gross to you, that attitude will be conveyed to your child.


In any event, we’ll hit it all in chapter 10, “Poop.” Betcha can’t wait, huh?



Myth 4 (and I saved the best for last!): You should put the potty chair out before you start training so your child can get used to it.


So false my head might blow off. I’m sure you’ve at least heard this, if you’re not in fact already doing it. I applaud you for not sneaking up on your child and freaking them out, but please read on with a dash of common sense. The small potty chair was invented to be a less scary version of the big porcelain bowl. The toilet is indeed scary to a little kid. The size is scary, the flushing is overwhelming, and your child’s butt is way too small for the seat. So some brilliant person invented a small pot that is just right!


Now I want to ask you a couple of questions. First, look around your house and pay close attention to baby items: highchair, stroller, bouncy chair, and talking toys. I’m willing to bet that the small potty chair is the most innocuous piece of plastic in your house! Did you put the highchair out for your child to get used to it? No, you probably put it together and put her in it and took your first shower in weeks. Did you put your child in the highchair to “practice”? No, you probably put him in it to eat. And when he was done eating, you probably took him right out. Did you leave your stroller in the middle of the living room so she could get used to it? No, you strapped her in and went for a walk. Think about it!


Now another question. Would you let your child play around your toilet and bathroom to get used to it? Would you let your child throw things in the toilet? No, it’s for one purpose only: pooping and peeing. We usually don’t use containers for fecal matter for any other purpose.


Putting a potty chair out for your child to get used to it is useless and counterproductive. If you have already done this, you probably know that the chair has become a basketball net, a stroller, a hat, art supply storage, a Matchbox car garage, a step stool, and a doll pool. Your child does not need to get used to the potty. Putting it out ahead of actual potty training will only serve to lessen its magic. It’s for one special purpose and that purpose only.


If you have been doing this, no worries. I’ll tell you how to remedy the situation in chapter 5, “Ditch the Diapers! The How-To.”


When I start a class, I like to ask everyone where they are in the potty training process. Most often I hear this: “Well, we put the potty chair out so he could get used to it. He sometimes sits on it. Sometimes he asks to go, but not with any regularity. Yesterday, he asked to sit on it in the morning, but that was it. When he’s naked, he usually sits on it, but when he’s dressed, he doesn’t usually want to. So yeah, I guess he’s kind of potty trained.” Most of these parents report this as success. Sound at all familiar?


“Kind of potty trained” is like “kind of pregnant.”


One pee on the pot in the morning is not potty trained. Using the pot while naked, at home, is not potty trained. I have to be honest here, and you may not like this: most of the parents I’ve worked with who put the pot out for their child to get used to it are really putting it out to see if she will up and decide to potty train herself. They harbor this secret fantasy that once the potty is out, their child will use it correctly. They haven’t yet really committed to the process of potty training.


Once again, using the potty is a skill that must be learned, just like any other skill your child has learned. I’ll repeat what I said in chapter 1: children learn by repetition. Therefore, if you put the pot out, you should be ready to teach your child consistently to use it.
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