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Patience and praise
Dear Yvette,
Hello. I have a question and a half.
I have a 4-year-old-boy. He can pee in
the big potty but won’t and says that
he won’t poop in the potty. He knows
he can’t go to school, and we’ve cut
out almost all activities.
We tried to not make a big deal out
of it, and then we tried making it a big
deal. Nothing worked.
He has held it in for three days
before. He went to day care all day for
five months and fooled everyone. He
never pooped, only peed.
He would hold it until he got home,
beg for a Pull-Up and then go. He still
does this. HELP! Now he is telling me
that he has to be 5 before he can be
trained. This is one stubborn kid! (He
got it honestly.)
When he gets something in his
head, that’s it. But it does come in
handy that he likes everything neat,
tidy and organized, and he loves
boundaries. That’s what makes this so
hard.
We’ve tried telling him that his skin
is too grown up for this (rashes) and
that it’s required for school. He wants
to do this by the time he turns 5, and
at this point, he won’t even try. He
says he’s not afraid. Any ideas?

Valerie

Dear Valerie,
I had a problem like yours with my
son and his pacifier. He could not see
himself without it. Your son has a
similar fixation, yet he seems to be
aware of the need to change. He’s told
you that when he’s 5, he will use the
potty.
I would mark his 5th birthday as
the drop-dead date. After that, there
should be no more Pull-Ups and clear
consequences for going in his
underwear. Since he likes boundaries,
he will understand this and probably
even welcome it.
My son had the same reaction
about giving up his pacifier. He said,
“When I’m 4, Mom.” We treated that
as his contract; however, we also put
some structure around when he
would use his binkie. For example,
from age 3 to 4, he could only use it at
night to go to sleep.
On his 4th birthday, we had a
binkie ceremony to celebrate his
being a big boy. We made a big deal
out of it — had his older sisters there
with horns and celebratory remarks
for him. Then, we threw his binkie in
the trash can.
We prepared him for the big day by
telling him that it was non-negotiable:
You can’t be a big kid and still use a
binkie. At the end of the day, I had a

very proud little boy ready to take the
next step in growing up.
I checked with our pediatricians at
Children’s Hospital, and Dr. Olivia
Thomas said that it’s obvious your son
has tremendous control over his body;
he chose not to have a bowel
movement at the day care, even
though he was there all day. Dr.
Thomas suggests that you use this to
your advantage and recognize that
he’ll use the toilet when he is ready.
“Be patient, and praise him for
success,” says Dr. Thomas. “He will
choose when to master this task, and
it may only take a day or so, once he is
ready. Until then, you might want to
try having him sit on the toilet for 10
minutes, twice a day, at the time when
he typically has a bowel movement —
when he first wakes in the morning
and after meals.”
Dr. Bruce Meyer says that since
your son has already made a contract
to be trained at 5, you should relax
and not make a big deal of it. He
suggests eliminating the pressure to
use the toilet. If you have concerns,
you should discuss this issue privately
with your pediatrician, when your son
isn’t present.
I suspect when your son turns 5, he
will use the toilet. He knows when he
needs to go and is choosing to wait. At
some point, peer pressure will kick in
and he will use the toilet on his own.
On a bigger scale, you need to
prepare yourself for how to deal with
your son’s stubborn streak. You and
his father should learn to establish
clear expectations for him, because as
he gets older this personality trait will
reassert itself in a variety of ways.
Clear, consistent expectations are the
key.
Good luck. Please let me know
what happens when he turns 5.

Dear Yvette,
I am a single mother of a 4-year-old
boy. The child’s father is not in the
picture at all but the father’s parents
are. My son has been asking a ton of
questions about his father and
constantly wants to go see him.
A few weeks ago, I sat down with my
son and his grandparents. Grandma
made a photo album of my son’s father
from baby to present — about 10
pictures. This helped but now we are
back at stage one: He wants to go see
his father again.
I’m not sure what to say, and there is
no possible way for him to see his
father. Any suggestions? I am not
currently dating anyone, and my son
says I am never allowed to date
anyone. I know I am the mom, but I
just do not know where to go with this.

Melissa
Dear Melissa,
You are doing all of the right things.
You don’t indicate why he can’t see his
father, but assuming that it is
absolutely not possible, you should
continue to reinforce how much our
son’s dad loved him and how happy
you two were when he was born.
You do need to tell your son why he
can’t see his father. (This explanation
should be consistent with his ability to
understand.) You should also let him
know that his father wanted to be with
him but because of (you fill in the
blank) he can’t. The most important
thing for your son to know is that he is
not to blame for his father’s absence.
His father made choices that
prevent him from being with his son,
but those choices have nothing to do
with the love he feels for his son.
I grew up without my father, and I
used to think that there was something
wrong with me. Otherwise, he would
be around like everyone else’s dad. My
mother had to continually reinforce
that the problem was his ... and not
mine. Always be positive about his
father and tell him some of the good
things about him. The fact that his
father’s parents are involved is a huge
plus. They will be able to share stories
about his dad. Involve him with a
positive adult male. Perhaps his
grandfather or an uncle can spend
more time with him and do “guy stuff.”
Finally, when you are ready to date,
please be careful to whom you
introduce your son. Make sure the
relationship is going to last before you
introduce your son to this person.
Breakups are hard on the adult and
they can be more traumatic on the
child.
You should date as you choose.
When you are serious with the person
and you are sure he is serious about
you and he is a good role model for
your son, then introduce them.
Take it slow; give your son time to
adjust to the idea of his mother dating.
If he says you are not allowed to date,
you should remind him that you are
the parent and he is the child and no
matter whom you date, they will never
replace your love for him.

been disciplined or she is sleepy. What
can we do to get rid of the bottle?
My second concern is when I tell
our daughter to do something, like pick
up toys; turn off the television or just
come here, she ignores me. I have to
get up and tap her with my little paint
stick and/or my hand to get her
attention. How do we break her of this?
Also, if we tell her not to do
something, she will look right at us and
just keep on doing it. When either of us
get up to spank, she runs or will go to
whomever she can get to first — me or
her father. How do we break her of this?

Marcia
Dear Marcia,

It is time to take the bottle away.
When she cries, you just have to let her
cry. She will eventually stop, or she will
cry herself to sleep. If she wants a
drink, she can have it in her cup.
Explain this to her and stick with it.
Dr. Bruce Meyer of Columbus
Children’s Hospital suggests making a
party out of throwing the bottles away.
Tell her that she’s a big girl now and she
needs to drink out of a cup. As you
throw the bottles away tell her, “No
more baby!”
As for your second concern, I do not
support spanking children. She is a
toddler, and she should not need a
swat or a tap on her hand to obey you.
Your response to her ignoring you has
set up the behavior pattern you now
have.
The next time you ask her to do
something and she doesn’t respond
immediately, you should get up and go
to her, turn off the television or take
away the activity she is doing. Take her
to her room or someplace away from
the family for a time out.
Explain to her that when you ask her
to do something, she needs to do it. A
time out of five minutes is sufficient.
It will probably take several time
outs to reinforce the behavior
modification but it will happen. The
key to discipline is fair, consistent
expectations and consequences. Don’t
give in. The behaviors you establish
now will continue throughout her
childhood.

Dear Yvette,
I have a concern I hope you can
address for me. My husband and I have
a 2-1/2-year-old toddler who is still
drinking from her bottle. She also
drinks from her sippy cup. We've tried
taking the bottle away from her and
she just cries so hard and carries on.
She likes it especially when she's
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