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Toilet Training

By:  Tracey Manning

Childcare Director
Learning to use the toilet is a huge step for toddlers, and it can take them a while to get the hang of what to do.  Some children seem to train themselves overnight or when they are ready, but many will need some help from their parents, and it will seem like a never ending process.   Whilst many parents see toilet training as an important milestone for their child, they often become very concerned if it doesn’t all go smoothly and resort back to nappies.  

Remember:  Take the pressure off yourself and your child, and things will happen given      time.

When will my child be ready?

Most children are not ready to learn to control their bowels and bladder until they are at least two years old and some not until they are three.

To be ready to use the toilet, a child first needs to be able to recognise when their bowels or bladder are full.  They need to be able to hold on to their wees or poos and be able to understand that they are meant to use the toilet and not their nappy.

The first sign of knowing these things may be that they tell you when they are actually doing wee or poo in their nappy, or when they have just done it.  When a child is praised for telling you, they will be ready to move on to the next step of telling you before they do it.

Other signs of readiness are:

· Taking an interest in others using the toilet

· Pulling at wet or dirty nappies

· Telling you that their nappy is wet or dirty

· Telling you that they don’t want to wear nappies anymore

Be prepared to wait until your child is ready. Most toilet training problems can be avoided if you don’t start too early.

Don’t try and set a date by which you want your child to be toilet trained, for example, before the new baby arrives.  This is almost a sure recipe for failure.  Toilet training works best if there is no pressure and you toilet train your child at the pace he/she can manage.
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Getting ready for toilet training:

· Decide if you are going to use a potty or toilet only.  This is a personal preference – at Godfrey Street, we encourage children with high success rates, to use the toilet only to save prolonging the whole training saga.

· Teach your child the words needed for toilet training; such as, “wet, dry, wee, poo, it’s coming.”  Choose words that you are comfortable with and that your family understands.

· If you are using the “big” toilet, have a footstool on hand, so that your child feels comfortable to climb onto the toilet themselves, and feels safe and relaxed when sitting there.

· Make sure that the toilet area is safe.  Keep household cleaners, deodorants and toiletries out of reach.  Children are easily distracted and inquisitive.  

· If you feel comfortable about it, let your child go with you to the toilet and talk about what you are doing.

· Make sure your child is wearing clothing that is easy to get on and off, and each to wash.

· Have a shopping day, and take your child to choose some “big boy or big girl” undies.

If you are alert to your child’s signals, you can be ready to guide them to the toilet in time.

Starting toilet training
Note: it is best not to start toilet training at a time when your child is adjusting to other changes; for example, when there is a new baby in the family or starting childcare.  If you think your child might be nearly ready to start training, choose a time when you are likely to have the time and patience to give your full attention; such as, school holidays or long weekends.

· Some toddlers can be introduced to toilet training by getting comfortable with the potty first.  For example:  Leaving the potty in easy sight or letting teddy sit on the potty to do a wee.  Or, have teddy sit on the potty, while your child sits on the “big” toilet.

· You might start by noticing when your child is doing a poo in their nappy and tell them, “I think you’re doing poos.”  Later watch for signs that they are about to do a wee or poo and guide them to the toilet.  You might say something like, “Let’s see if there’s a wee coming.”

· If your child tells you before they do a wee or poo, thank them for telling you and take them to the toilet.  If they don’t get there in time at first, remember to praise them for whatever efforts they have managed.  For example:  pulling down their pants, trying to get to the toilet, or sitting on the toilet by themselves.


Make sure they see that the praise is for learning a new skill, not something they have done to please you.  For example:  You might say, “You did that really well” rather than “You’re a good girl for Daddy.” 

· Remember, children should not be made to sit on a potty or toilet for long periods of time.  This turns a learning experience into what feels like a punishment to the child and does not assist with toilet training.  Children of this age, have very small attention spans.  Despite sitting on the toilet, they will forget the overall task fast.

· Most toddlers don’t have the skills to wipe their own bottom properly, so you will need to do this with them until they get the hang of it.

· Remember to encourage self-help skills, and teach your child to wash their hands after they have flushed the toilet.

· Reward success with cuddles, not gifts, and say things like “I’m proud of you for trying.” 

Remember that a toddler is not able to ‘hold on’ to a wee that is ready to come out. Children are often busy with what they are doing, so they don’t always notice their body’s message that their wee or poo is coming.

Toilet training troubles

Learning to control bowels and bladder is a big task for any toddler and sometimes there are problems for a variety of reasons:

· Starting too soon.

· Pressure from relatives or friends 

· Parents setting a date to have their child trained or parents feeling they must get their child trained.  If the child feels tension and pressure they may become afraid of making a mess, and it will be hard for them to achieve success. Toilet training works best when there is no pressure for either the parent or the child. 

· Children and parents getting into a battle over toilet training. Everybody looses in this sort of battle.  Toilet training should not be a power struggle. 

· If you think your child is purposely not trying to succeed and you become angry or even punish them, leave it for a while and try again in a few weeks when things are less tense. 

· Any stress in your child’s life, such as a new baby or starting childcare can set him/her backwards.  Temporary loss of control is common when children are unwell or stressed. 

· Accidents are common in the early weeks.  Children may not want to stop doing something interesting, or not get to the toilet quickly enough. 

· It is common for toddlers to relax and ‘let go’ as soon as they stand to walk away from the toilet.  Children may not be fully ready for toilet training if this is happening frequently. 


What parents can do
· The most important thing is for your child to feel that they have your support in learning to know when it is time to use the toilet.  If they are resisting toilet training, or there has been a bit of a battle they need at least a couple of weeks with all the pressure off.   

· Making your toddler feel special, needs to be worked on first, especially if the problem is due to having a new baby (or other stress). After all they can see you happily changing the baby’s nappy, while inside they may be wanting some babying themself.   

· If your child is relaxed about it, you could take them to the toilet at a time when they usually do poo, or soon after a sleep if they wake up dry.  The first praise needs to be just for sitting there for a short time, or for pulling up their pants or whatever they can manage. 

· Children learn new tasks in small steps and each step should be praised. Don’t wait until they can do the whole task properly before acknowledging their efforts. 

· It is not helpful to make toddlers wash their own pants or sheets.  Nor is it helpful to use their “big girl or big boy” undies as a form of punishment by taking them off them once training begins.  (Sometimes a counsellor will suggest this as part of a program to help older children be in charge of their own needs, but it is not appropriate for younger children. If a counsellor suggests it, it is never used as punishment). 

The more you can take the pressure off and help your child to feel that success will be their own doing, the quicker success is likely to come.  When children feel tension or anger in their parents, it makes them tense and then it is harder for them to learn new skills.

Constipation (over six months)

It is normal for some children not to have a bowel motion everyday.  Constipation can cause distress.  Your child might have pain and a tummy ache, or say it hurts to poo; therefore they hold on because it hurts to let go.

The causes can include:

· The food your child eats (make sure there is plenty of fibre from fruit, vegetables, bread, cereals, beans, lentils) 

· Not drinking enough fluids (make sure your child is given plenty of water) 

· Some medicines 

· Not enough active play 

· Your child is put off going to the toilet. 


What to do

Talk with your doctor, child health nurse, dietician, and do so before using laxatives or other treatments.

Special notes

Once your child is using the toilet, don’t be disappointed if there are a few accidents. A few accidents are to be expected even when children are trained. Try and avoid getting cross because if your child sees that you are upset or angry, it is likely to set back all your good work! Sometimes toilet training can go backwards when there is a new stress or something is troubling your child. This is very normal.

Many children go on wetting the bed long after they are dry during the day.  Don’t worry about bedwetting if your child is under five, but if bedwetting continues after this, or your child has been dry and starts wetting again, check with the doctor to make sure there is no medical problem.  


I hope you find this information useful……

