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INTRODUCTION

Perhaps no other subject in early childhood is surrounded by as many practical and psychological concerns as the topic of toilet training.  Certainly, during the period when toilet training is contemplated and carried out, nothing else seems to have a higher priority or greater importance.  Nevertheless, the entire process can be surprisingly smooth and simple as long as readiness is respected and relaxation is the rule.
The reasons why parents may want to have their child trained immediately are numerous and noteworthy.  Pressures from relatives and friends, enrollment requirements for preschool and simply getting tired of dealing with diapers are just a few considerations.  However, no matter how eager parents may be, their efforts are likely to result in frustration and failure unless they hold off until the child is mature enough to handle the situation.

Furthermore, although “training” is the term typically used, what really takes place is “education;” and the easiest and most effective way to educate children is to teach them what they want to learn when they want to learn it.  No matter how determined and methodical parents may be in pursuing their plans, their efforts are likely to cause difficulties and even be counterproductive unless they wait until the child becomes an equally enthusiastic partner in the process.

Patience is the key to successful toilet training, and being patient involves three basic principles.  First, discount most of the reports made by other people.  Generally assume that any friend or relative who claims to have finished the process early or fast is probably exaggerating, fantasizing or re-defining the term (some parents may appear to have a child who has been trained extraordinarily early because THEY have learned to anticipate his bodily functions and whisk him away to the bathroom in the nick of time so they can do what needs to be done for him).
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Second, do not take it personally.  Every child exhibits a unique rate and pattern of development.  The specific age at which a particular child displays readiness within the very wide “normal range” is not an indication of his or her I.Q., nor is it a reflection upon the child-rearing capabilities of the parents.

Third, keep in mind that the price of “pushing” is rather high.  Whatever short-term success is achieved through inappropriate techniques eventually may be far outweighed by long-term problems, including the child’s loss of self-esteem, damage to the parent-child relationship and chronic instability in the overall results.

                                                                                            Michael K. Meyerhoff, Ed.D.

                                                                                            William Gladden Foundation
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WHEN IS THE BEST TIME TO START TOILET TRAINING?
Successful toilet training requires that the child first have the physical capacity to control and accommodate his bladder and bowel.  True training cannot occur until the child is able to recognize the sensations immediately preceding urination and defecation, constrict the sphincter muscles, get into the bathroom, undress, climb onto the potty-chair or adapter seat and then relax the sphincter muscles so elimination can take place.

AT WHAT AGE DO CHILDREN TYPICALLY ACQUIRE THE NECESSARY SKILLS?

The development of sufficient internal control rarely occurs before 18 months of age, and most children still do not have it by the second birthday.  By the time the skills necessary to accommodate all the external factors are developed, many children are approaching the third birthday, and some have already passed it.  Therefore, indications of readiness occurring anywhere between two and four years of age are within the normal range.

DO BLADDER CONTROL AND BOWEL CONTROL OCCUR AT THE SAME TIME?

Generally, mastery of the bladder and bowel muscles occurs in the following sequence 1) bowel control, 2) daytime bladder control and 3) nighttime bladder control.  However, not every child follows this pattern.  Some children master bladder control before bowel control, and for others bladder and bowel control occur simultaneously.  In fact, the exceptions to “rules” such as these are so numerous as to make them almost meaningless.
HOW DOES THE PHASE OF “NEGATIVISM” AFFECT READINESS FOR TOILET TRAINING?

Beyond the basic physical abilities, there are motivational factors that play an important part.  As children approach their second birthdays, they are developing their first strong sense of self and they delight in exercising their personal power.  There is a several month period where children exhibit “negativism,” the tendency to say “no” to virtually any and every request.  Therefore, while a two-year-old may be ready and able, there is a good chance she may not be willing to comply with the instructions involved.  In such cases, it is usually wise to wait until she is actively seeking parental approval.

WHY IS WAITING UNTIL THE THIRD YEAR A GOOD IDEA?

During the third year of life, children begin to engage in a great deal of role-play and fantasy behavior, regularly imitating their parents and otherwise expressing a desire to grow up.  Furthermore, as they become more interested in out-of-home activities and play with peers, walking around in dirty diapers and going through the fuss of being changed become sources of discomfort and stress for them.  Waiting for such sentiments to kick-in avoids the need to do a lot of convincing.
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ARE GIRLS READY FOR TOILET TRAINING EARLIER THAN BOYS ARE?
NO, a child’s sex has nothing to do with being ready for toilet training.  Readiness depends on the individual child.  Nonetheless, girls generally are trained earlier than boys are.  This is probably the result of differences in parental standards of cleanliness for the two sexes, rather than actual differences in the readiness of girls to be trained earlier than boys are.
WHAT KINDS OF PROBLEMS CAN STARTING TOILET TRAINING TOO SOON CAUSE?

While waiting to begin toilet training may mean spending more effort and expense on diapers, starting too soon can have serious psychological consequences.  If inappropriate early attempts are pushed persistently, they can instill a sense of failure in the child that may have a long-lasting, harmful effect on her self-esteem.  In addition, they can create an air of anxiety surrounding the entire process that will make later attempts more difficult, and may even result in regressive tendencies that can emerge as late as the teen years.

IS THERE A RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN TOILET TRAINING AND CHILD ABUSE?

Pushing toilet training too soon can create tremendous stress not only for the child, but for the parents as well.  In turn, this often causes parents to use excessive force while trying to get the child to do certain things that he may be unable or unwilling to do.  Parental frustration over unsuccessful toilet training is a principal trigger for child abuse.  In most cases, this sort of trouble can be easily avoided merely by waiting another few months before starting the process.

WHAT IS THE APPROPRIATE WAY TO INTRODUCE A CHILD TO TOILET TRAINING?

REMEMBER, toilet training is a learning process, not a disciplinary action.  Therefore, as a child indicates he is nearing readiness, it helps to introduce him gradually to the different aspects of the experience so he has a chance to become familiar and comfortable with them.  Encouraging the child to tell someone when he is about to go (or at least when he is going), allowing the child to accompany the same-sexed parent or older sibling to the bathroom, identifying relevant body parts and functions with clear and simple terms and having the child sit on the potty chair or adapter seat still clothed are all good ideas.
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WHAT IS AN APPROPRIATE WAY TO PROCEED WITH THE TOILET TRAINING PROCESS?
Once the child has displayed adequate awareness of his body urges and familiarity with the appropriate procedures, the next step is to provide him with opportunities to put it all together.  At times that the child regularly tends to eliminate (such as 30 minutes after a meal or upon waking from a nap), he can be taken to the bathroom, assisted in undressing and getting seated and told that he now will be expected to go to the toilet instead of the diaper.  Rather than putting undue pressure on the child by making a big deal of the whole thing, maintain a calm, matter-of-fact manner.
HOW CAN PARENTS ENCOURAGE A CHILD WHILE SHE IS TRYING TO USE THE TOILET?

Whenever a child is making her first attempts to use the toilet, make sure to accompany her at all times and treat her with patience and praised for any progress – no matter how small.  Talking about the benefits (for the child) of being toilet trained, making upbeat comments such as “You’re doing much better!” and “I’m so proud of you!” and holding her hand or stroking her back are all appropriate activities.  However, it is important to keep the child focused on the task at hand, so make sure these activities are directly related and do not cause the child to become distracted or to lose concentration.
IS READING BOOKS ABOUT THE SUBJECT TO THE CHILD A GOOD IDEA?

While preparing the child for toilet training, and motivating her during the process, reading her special books about the subject can be very helpful.  There are many good books designed specifically for this purpose.  The children’s literature specialist at the local library can probably provide a variety of suitable selections that are appropriate for children at different levels of development and at different stages in the toilet training process.

WHAT TYPES OF BEHAVIOR SHOULD PARENTS DEFINITELY AVOID DURING THE TOILET TRAINING PROCESS?

NEVER leave a child unattended during his first attempts at using the toilet.  DO NOT pressure him for compliance.  DO NOT force her to remain seated if she appears to be uncooperative.  Finally, and most definitely DO NOT shame or punish him for non-compliance or for imperfect performance – even if what he is doing represent a reversal in progress.
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SHOULD REWARDS BE USED TO SPEED UP THE TOILET TRAINING PROCESS?
There is disagreement about the use of rewards (giving the child a treat whenever he shows signs of progress or actually performs fully).  Some parents insist that the use of rewards speeds up the process enormously.  Others say that the child fixates on the treat instead of the training, and subsequently will not do anything unless there is a reward.  There is general agreement that if a reward system is used, use it sparingly for special periods of difficulty or accomplishment and that the treats should be things such as gold stars or “big boy” privileges rather than cookies or candy.

WHY ARE SOME CHILDREN AFRAID TO FLUSH?

Some children are so proud of their “accomplishment” that they do not want it to be “thrown away.”  Other children view the feces as a part of their body and are fearful about losing it.  Therefore, in the beginning, it may be necessary for parents to do the flushing once the child has left the bathroom.  Gradually, explain the importance of flushing to the child, avoiding harsh terms such as “dirty” or “yucky” which may offend or frighten the child.  Simply pointing out that the materials in the toilet is “extra” that is no longer needed usually does the trick eventually.
WHEN DOES WIPING BECOME PART OF THE PROCESS?

Wiping usually remains a parental responsibility for quite a while after the child has achieved success with other aspects of toileting.  This is because cleaning up properly is a difficult chore for a young child and, furthermore, because the consequences of a poor job can be quite irritating for both parents and child.  Introduce the task gradually by explaining its importance and giving the child a chance to do it herself.  Things like the number of squares of paper to use and the specific wiping procedure should be discussed simply and clearly (girls should be instructed to wipe from front to back to avoid infection).  Explain the importance of hand washing after each episode.

HOW LONG DOES THE WHOLE PROCESS TAKE?

Some popular books promise to teach parents how to accomplish toilet training in less than a day.  These systems rely heavily on sweet-treat rewards and, even so, things rarely go according to plan.  More commonly, achieving toilet training requires a few days or weeks.  Some children make quick progress up to a certain point and then remain there for a while before progressing further.  Every child has his own unique developmental requirements for and reactions to the toilet training process.  Do not view a child’s progress as a sign of a child’s intelligence or the talents of the parents.
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HOW SHOULD PARENTS HANDLE RELAPSES?
If the child appears to have achieved success and then later suffers an “accident,” it is important not to overreact and, especially, not to punish him.  By matter-of-factly cleaning up and then suggesting that he go to the potty “to see if there is any more,” parents can keep the accident from being blow out of proportion and help put the child back on track..  Because such lapses are quite common, parents should expect them to happen on occasion for several weeks after accomplishing initial training.
HOW SHOULD A PARENT HANDLE A CHILD WHO HAS AN ACCIDENT ON PURPOSE?

Occasionally, the child may use an accident deliberately and threaten to soil herself unless she gets a special item or attention, thereby enabling her to exert power over her parents.  When this occurs, definitely do not give the child what she wants or give the notion that her actions have produced the desired effect.  Responding casually to the mess, and having the child actively involved in the clean-up, will deny her the satisfaction she is seeking and should provide sufficient punishment without allowing toilet training itself to become an issue.

IS IT POSSIBLE FOR A CHILD TO BECOME COMPLETELY “UNTRAINED” AFTER ACHIEVING SUCCESS?
YES and such “regressions” usually indicate an emotional problem.  Common causes of regression include a death in the family, prolonged separation from a parent or the arrival of a new sibling.  When this happens, it is a good idea to go back to diapers for a while so as not to worsen the situation.  Although it may be necessary to start all over again, as long as long as parents do not make the child feel ashamed, fearful or resentful, it should be much easier the second time around.

CAN DIFFICULTY IN TRAINING OR LATER REGRESSION HAVE A PHYSICAL CAUSE?

Difficulty in training, accidents and regression can be the result of a physical rather than psychological problem.  For example, diarrhea and constipation can cause a lack of control or cooperation.  Allergies and infections also can defeat the best efforts of the child.  Therefore, if a child continues to display excessive resistance to training, appears unable to achieve success despite apparent readiness and willingness or suffers repeated, unexplained accidents or regression, a change in diet and a visit to the pediatrician may be in order.
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BASIC STEPS IN THE
TOILET TRAINING PROCESS

Many parents spend a lot of time worrying about toilet training.  However, it can be surprisingly simple and smooth as long as readiness is respected, relaxation is the rule and it is treated as an “educational” experience rather than a “disciplinary” action.  The following are specific steps that will make the process easy and effective.

                                                                                                       REGULAR

                                                                                                       SUCCESS

                                                                                    PRAISE AND

                                                                                    ENCOURAGEMENT

                                                                 FIRST ATTEMPTS,

                                                                 PRACTICE SESSIONS

                                             FAMILIARITY, COMFORT

                                             AND MOTIVATION

                         PSYCHOLOGICAL

                         READINESS

     PHYSICAL

     READINESS

· Before beginning, tell the child what to expect.  Explain the procedures involved, using pleasant tones and simple terms.  Be prepared to provide regular reminders and updates when appropriate.
· Have the child “walk through” the procedures without actually undressing or eliminating.  Allow the child to observe the same-sexed parent or older sibling “in action.”

· If the child has “regular” time for eliminating, take her to the bathroom at those times.  If not, try 30 minutes or so after each meal.

· Let the child know she should tell someone anytime she feels a need to “go.”

· Regularly ask the child if she thinks it is time to “go” (or time to “try”).
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· Be ready to keep the child company for a while as she tries.  However, do not insist she remain seated past the point where she becomes uncomfortable.
· For inspiration, turn on a water tap and/or read a relevant story to the child as she tries.

· Provide enthusiastic praise for ALL eliminations made in the toilet or potty, as well as appropriate praise for genuine attempts, even if they are unsuccessful, and for any increments of progress, no matter how small.
· Teach a boy to point his penis down when urinating (whether he is standing or sitting), to avoid spraying.  Allow him to practice “aiming” at a floating piece of paper.

· Switch from diapers to pants after the child has exhibited a reasonable amount of control.  This can be done in stages (for example, just a few hours during the day at first) or be reserved for a while if it does not work out well initially.

· Encourage the child to visit the bathroom at least once, perhaps even twice, as part of the regular routine before going out or going to bed.

· Do not deny the child water if she is thirsty, but do try to restrict the intake of fluids as much as possible prior to going out or going to bed.

· Keep the house warm at night and leave a small light on in the bathroom so the child will not feel uncomfortable or afraid about getting out of bed.  Also, consider keeping a potty chair next to the bed for a while.
· Talk about the advantages of being toilet trained and tell the child that success will be achieved soon.  Be sure to use upbeat tones and avoid putting heavy “pressure” on the child.

· If these steps do not help the child to progress immediately and significantly, STOP, then try again in a few weeks.
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EQUIPMENT ALTERNATIVES FOR

TOILET TRAINING

Until the child is large enough to sit on the regular toilet without risk or fear of falling in, special equipment will be necessary (potty-chair, adapter seat, or both).  The following information provides some useful insights about toilet training equipment.

POTTY-CHAIR: ADVANTAGES

· Enables the child to be more independent because a parent does not need to lift the child onto the toilet

· Since the child’s feet rest firmly on the floor, he can “bear down” while trying to eliminate

· The child often takes special pride in using it because it is something that is clearly his own

· Because it is reasonably portable, it can be used for travel and even moved to different rooms in the house (although it is a good idea to have it remain in the bathroom as much as possible so its purpose is kept obvious)

POTTY-CHAIR: TIPS
· In order for a child to learn how to urinate standing up, a deflector is necessary to avoid splashing

· Make sure the device is sturdy, stable and has rubber tips at the base to prevent sliding

· If parent and child are both in agreement to having the child carry out the waste (or at least assist with the clean up), look for one with a pot that is easily removed

· Always keep an inch or two of water in the device to help make clean up quick and easy
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ADAPTER SEAT: ADVANTAGES

· Avoids the necessity of an extra step in the toilet training process whereby the child has to “graduate” from a potty-chair to the regular toilet

· Because it allows for direct flushing, no special clean-up procedure is required

· Adapter seats are available in folding models which are especially convenient for traveling

ADAPTER SEAT: TIPS

· Make sure it fits securely on the toilet (if it is a non-standard fixture, finding an appropriate adapter seat may be difficult)

· Provide a sturdy footstool so the child can climb onto the seat without adult assistance

· If the bathroom used by the child also is used by other family members, they should be prepared for the temporary inconvenience of having to remove and replace the adapter seat repeatedly

ADDITIONAL NOTE:

· If the child is big enough to begin with and not frightened by the size and depth of the fixture, direct training on the regular toilet is perfectly acceptable.  However, it is a good idea to provide a sturdy footstool for easy access, and to hold the child securely the first few times until he is fully capable of and comfortable with sitting on his own
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APPROPRIATE ATTIRE FOR

TOILET TRAINING
Inappropriate clothing can cause unnecessary difficulties in the toilet training process.  The following are some ideas for helping a child to “dress for success.”

· It is probably best to start toilet training during the summer months, simply because the child will have fewer clothes to deal with when learning to undress in a hurry.  There will also be fewer clothes to launder in case of an “accident.”

· If possible and appropriate, consider allowing the child to go without pants completely during the toilet training process.

· As soon as the child seems to be exhibiting some control, substitute loose-fitting underpants with elastic waistbands for diapers.  Plastic pants can be added to control leakage in case of “accidents,” but since they will make the child feel more uncomfortable when wet or soiled, they may reduce motivation.

· Make sure that the child clothes can be pulled off easily.  Velcro tabs are especially suitable.  Avoid complicated snaps, buttons, zippers or belts as much as possible during the toilet training process.

· In addition to being loose around the waist, the child’s pants also should be loose around the legs so they can be pulled down without difficulty.

· Buying “big boy” underpants with special designs (such as cartoon characters and sports logos) may help motivate a child to “graduate” from diapers.
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COMMON PROBLEMS THAT MAY

CAUSE DIFFICULTY IN TOILET TRAINING

Even when employing proper procedures under the best of circumstances, toilet training rarely proceeds perfectly.  However, if progress seems to be especially erratic or slow, the difficulty may be due to one or more of the following common problems.

· Urinary tract infections that result in 1) a burning sensation while urinating, 2) frequent urination with little production or a split stream or 3) discolored or foul-smelling urine
· Illnesses, food allergies or improper diet that result in 1) diarrhea, which makes control difficult or 2) constipation, which makes cooperation painful or impossible

· “Interferences” (from siblings or other children involving stories about alligators, sharks or monsters lurking in the waters) that result in the child becoming fearful about using the toilet

· Contradictory instructions from uninformed family members, friends or teachers that results in the child becoming confused

· Complicated or too-sophisticated terminology that results in a lack of comprehension

· The normal phase of “negativism” (usually occurring during the second half of the second year) that results in extreme unwillingness and stubbornness

· The arrival of a new sibling that results in the child becoming jealous and attempting to “win back” parental attention and affection by acting “like a baby”

· Unstable equipment that results in the child becoming fearful of falling in or getting hurt

· A noisy flush mechanism that results in the child becoming fearful of being “swallowed up”
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SOURCES OF HELP AND INFORMATION
ABOUT TOILET TRAINING

The following is a list of local professionals and national agencies to contact for help or information about toilet training.
LOCAL PROFESSIONALS

PEDIATRICIAN – Health professionals can be helpful in detecting and treating physical problems that may be causing the child to have trouble.

Telephone #

CHILD PSYCHOLOGIST – Mental health specialists can be helpful in determining a child’s “readiness” for toilet training, reviewing the appropriateness of the different procedures being used, detecting and treating emotional problems that may be causing the child to have trouble.

Telephone #

EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATOR – Teachers at a preschool or daycare center can provide suggestions and tips for making the toilet training process more manageable and enjoyable for all involved.  They can also help make sure that everyone who interacts with the child regularly will be engaged in a coordinated effort during the toilet training period.
Telephone #

LIBRARIAN – Children’s literature specialists can provide suggestions for appropriate storybooks to introduce a child to toilet training, and inspire and encourage her during the process.
Telephone #

NATIONAL AGENCIES

American Academy of Pediatricians
www.aap.org
Family Support America
www.familysupportamerica.org
American Academy of Family Physicians
www.familydoctor.org
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