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INTRODUCTION


It seems like only yesterday your toddler was a newborn infant, helpless and completely dependent on you. Your baby spent most of his early days nursing, sleeping, crying, and filling up diapers. Time flies, doesn’t it? As a parent, you’ve experienced many exciting milestones since your baby’s birth: the first time he looked at you, the first time he nursed, his first smile, first word, first step.

Now your baby is a toddler—walking, talking, laughing, playing, eating, drinking, and showing signs of greater autonomy each day. These are all important markers in your child’s growth and development. One of the major milestones in your child’s young life is moving from diapers to using the toilet. It’s a big step for everyone involved.

As a child-development educator and pediatrician, our complementary professional backgrounds have helped us develop a simple, easy-to-use method to guide you through the toilet-training process. With an up-to-date understanding of child development and the latest information on what really works for parents, we’re confident we can help you enjoy a stress-free, successful toilet-training experience. We believe that if you view toilet training as positive and challenging rather than negative and difficult, your end result will be rewarding instead of frustrating.

We understand that children between the ages of 22 and 36 months are more developmentally ready to take control of their bodily functions. After helping you confirm your child’s readiness to toilet train, we emphasize a team approach in which your child takes control of the process and you assist by guiding, coaching, and cheering him on. We show you how creative techniques such as doll play can enhance the training process and actually make it fun. In addition, our innovative approach creates additional opportunities for your child to learn new and important skills beyond the basics of toilet training. Perhaps most importantly, we show you how to help your child feel good about learning to use the potty.

In Chapter 1, we discuss the history of toilet training and how attitudes have changed over the years. We also look at what recent studies tell us about parenting attitudes and what really works for parents. In Chapter 2, we explain the basic dos and don’ts of toilet training. We also help you assess your preconceptions about the process. In addition, we talk about child development, temperament types, and recommended language to use during toilet training. In Chapter 3, we focus on the signs of readiness your child should exhibit before toilet training begins. We also discuss the signs that indicate that your child is not ready.

In Chapter 4, we review the equipment you’ll need, including potty-chairs, seat adapters, training pants, and other accessories. In Chapter 5, we provide tips and advice on preparing and planning for a positive experience. In Chapter 6, we help you begin the process by following our simple instructions. We encourage you to use lots of praise, role modeling, and doll play. In Chapter 7, we explain how repetition and practice can help keep the process fun and moving in the right direction. In Chapter 8, we help you troubleshoot problems that may develop, such as accidents, fears, power struggles, and bed-wetting. We also provide tips for helping your child stay dry all night.

Throughout the book you’ll find helpful tips and reassuring anecdotes from parents who’ve successfully managed the toilet-training process with their children. In addition, you’ll find Dr. Kelly’s answers to the most commonly asked questions about toilet training. For your convenience, Appendix I provides checklists of the important topics covered in each chapter. Feel free to photocopy or tear out the lists and post them in a convenient spot in your home. Appendix II provides additional resources you may wish to consult, including books, videos, and Internet sites.



CHAPTER 1


Historical Perspectives

Toilet Training through the Decades

In the past, toilet training was often an anxious, even dreaded time for parents. The thought of eliminating diapers was frequently the only thing that kept parents motivated. In the 1920s, experts believed that infants could be conditioned to use the toilet. They encouraged parents to begin toilet training as early as the first few months, thinking a child’s behavior could be conditioned by a parent’s will and by behavior modification techniques. If parents failed to train their child by a certain age, they were considered a disappointment. This rigid and stressful approach, which failed to consider the child’s point of view, often resulted in the training process taking much longer than necessary.

In the 1930s, early toilet training continued to be the norm as parents tried to control their child’s elimination process instead of letting their child be the guide. Even the federal government promoted early training, issuing pamphlets that claimed, “Toilet training should begin by the third month and be completed by the eighth month.”1

There were several reasons why parents went along with the experts’ recommendations. First, parents had great respect for what doctors and other medical authorities said. Second, parents realized that early toilet training meant they wouldn’t have to continue washing all those diapers, which at the time was done by hand. There were no diaper services or disposables back then, so keeping up with soiled diapers was often overwhelming. Parents (usually mothers) worked at the washer or scrub board a good part of the day making sure there were enough clean diapers for the baby.

In the 1940s, a more relaxed attitude began to emerge as doctors and psychologists began to fear that early toilet training could lead to physical and emotional problems for the child later in life. Parents were allowed to wait until their child was at least 9 months old before initiating training.

In the 1950s, attitudes changed even more as physicians advised parents to hold off on toilet training until their child’s physical skills were more developed. This usually meant waiting until after the first year.

In the 1960s, psychologists, physicians, and other researchers studying child development began to realize that the child should be the one to decide when toilet training should begin—not the parents and not the experts. As a result, toilet-training philosophies began to shift away from the parents’ desire to be rid of diapers toward a recognition of the child’s level of readiness. Pediatricians began to encourage parents to wait for their child to show signs of readiness, which usually occurred between 18 and 24 months.

Social Pressures

In addition to expert opinions, social factors played a role in pressuring parents to begin toilet training before their child was ready. Many parents couldn’t avoid comparing their child to other children. Parents sometimes felt disappointed if their child couldn’t do things as early or as well as other children. Sometimes parents forgot that raising a child wasn’t a competition with other parents, even though it may have felt that way at times. Some parents may have looked at their child’s abilities as a reflection of their parenting skills. If their child wasn’t keeping up with other children the same age, they may have considered themselves a failure. Many of these fears and concerns continue to trouble parents today.

Many parents today also feel pressured to begin training prematurely because of preschool admission requirements. Many preschools don’t accept a child who isn’t toilet trained, even though the child may be ready in every other respect. The staff may not want to deal with diapers, or the preschool may not be licensed to do so. If toilet training is rushed, a child may experience frequent accidents, which may cause embarrassment and regression.

Quick Tip

Be careful not to push your child too hard. I remember spending countless minutes in the bathroom saying, “Time to go potty!” while our son sat on the toilet. One time he kept saying, “No! I wanna do headstands!” After going back and forth for several minutes, I finally gave up and put him in the tub. A few minutes later, he climbed out and went potty by himself, even flushing the toilet. He can be a real rebel.

—Esther S.

Into the 21st Century: A Multitude of Methods

In the 1970s and 1980s, as more mothers began working outside the home, attitudes toward toilet training began to relax even more. Many books recommended waiting until shortly before the child’s second birthday or later. However, each book offered a different method of training, and none took into account a child’s unique circumstances and individual differences.

While many of the current books on toilet training promise success, their methodologies and premises are often flawed. Some of the philosophies are still rigid and stressful, and the information is sometimes inaccurate. Such methods often raise false hopes for parents and increase the stress of toilet training.


The Twenty-Four-Hour Method


This trendy approach makes a big promise: to have your child toilet trained in a single day. However, most parents who’ve tried this method know it’s nearly impossible to train a child in a day. Attempting to do so often leads to frustration and disappointment, both for the child and the parents. Young children have short attention spans; they need lots of time and repetition to practice developing skills. A speeded-up method creates unnecessary stress and often ends in failure.

The Multiple-Choice Method

Another popular book on the market offers parents several approaches to toilet training: “The Readiness Approach,” “The Early Approach,” “The Fast Approach,” and “The Intense Approach.” With so many choices, parents may be confused about which one is best for their child. They may find the information contradictory and the advice overwhelming.

The Picture Book Method

Several picture books are also available to help kids learn to use the toilet. While picture books are great at getting children excited about using the toilet, they offer little in the way of advice and information to help parents train their kids. This is true for many videos on the market as well.
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Quick Tip

When I decided it was time for my son to be toilet trained, I tried one method after another. Nothing worked. I was getting really frustrated. Then a friend told me about the stress-free training method. The first thing I learned was that my child wasn’t ready. So I put the whole thing on the back burner and waited for him to show real signs of wanting to use the toilet. When he finally did, everything else fell into place. What a difference.

—Connie P.

The Latest Studies

Dr. T. Berry Brazelton believes that early training is nothing more than anticipating a baby’s reflexive release of urine or feces at the right moment. Parents may think their child is controlling her bladder or bowels, but this is probably not the case. Dr. Brazelton feels that toilet training is best delayed until the end of the second year or beginning of the third year, when a toddler can consistently identify signals from a full bladder or rectum and can wait until she gets to the toilet before allowing the muscles to relax.

Two-year-olds are also more likely to be cognitively, psychologically, socially, and emotionally prepared for toilet training. Research indicates that parents who postpone toilet training until after the second birthday are usually successful within four months.2 Statistics also show that 90 percent of children between the ages of 24 and 30 months succeed in toilet training, with the average age being 27–28 months.3 Eighty percent of children gain nighttime success between the ages of 30 and 42 months, with 33 months being the average age.

As previously mentioned, starting too early often lengthens the process and makes it more stressful. Statistics show that 50 percent of children who begin toilet training at 18 months or earlier don’t achieve reliable control until 36 months or later.4 Early training can also cause long-term problems such as constipation, bed-wetting, and guilt. In addition, forcing a child who isn’t ready may result in unnecessary power struggles. A child may become frustrated, angry, and resentful, causing major setbacks in the process.

In a comprehensive toilet-training study presented at the Pediatric Academic Societies’ Annual Meeting in 1999, experts identified three important phases in the toilet-training process:5

1. Recognizing when a child is ready to start toilet training

2. Switching from diapers to disposable or cloth training pants

3. Training the child using proven techniques

In the study, researchers questioned parents of 267 children ages 15–42 months on a number of toilet-training issues. Results showed that most parents began toilet training when their child showed signs of readiness, such as staying dry during a nap, being interested in the toilet, and following simple directions. Parents often used positive reinforcement, praise, and reminders during the toilet-training process. They also made the potty-chair easily accessible. In addition, most parents used a firm but friendly tone to encourage their child to be a “big kid.”

Although the study reported considerable variation in the length of time to train, the majority of children (64 percent) were in the slow or intermediate group, meaning training took longer than the average time. The average duration of toilet training was eight to ten months, including starts and stops.

There were minor differences between boys and girls. On average, girls trained earlier than boys: Girls were just under three years old while boys were three years and three months. According to the study, factors such as daycare, parents working outside the home, number of siblings, or marital status did not affect the speed of toilet training.

According to another study, 4 percent of children were trained by age two, 60 percent by age three, and only 2 percent were not trained by age four.6 This further indicates that the majority of children learn to use the toilet between two and three years of age.

Quick Tip

When my son turned three and was still in diapers, I was really worried that he might never use the toilet. All his friends were wearing big-boy pants and going to the toilet regularly, but my son just didn’t seem to care. Finally, I read an article that said many kids were still in diapers at age three—and this was normal! It made me feel so much better. I think when I began to relax, he began to show more interest in the toilet.

—Melanie E.

How Do Today’s Parents View Toilet Training?

A peek at a recent study of parents’ attitudes toward toilet training reveals changes that have occurred over the decades.7 It also tells us a lot about what parents think and feel about the process.

How do today’s parents compare to their parents when it comes to toilet training?

The majority of parents (60 percent) used the same or similar techniques their parents used on them, while 40 percent differed substantially in their views about toilet training.

When do most parents begin to train their children?

Approximately half of the parents began toilet training when their child showed signs of readiness. About one-fourth started when their child was a certain age. Less than 5 percent used factors such as preschool deadlines, new babies coming, or peer pressure to initiate toilet training.

What’s the most common age to begin toilet training?

Thirty-one percent of parents began training when their child was 18–22 months old. Twenty-seven percent began when their child was 23–27 months old. Sixteen percent began when their child was 28–32 months old. Twenty-two percent began when their child was 32 months or older.


What’s the most common sign of readiness?


Twenty-eight percent of parents said their child’s interest in the toilet got the process started. Twenty-five percent reported their child’s aversion to being wet or soiled got things going. Nineteen percent said the process began with their child’s use of words, body language, or facial expressions. Eighteen percent reported that their child’s desire to wear big-kid pants was the motivating factor.

Who initiates toilet training?

Over half the parents reported that they initiated the process together with their child. Only 14 percent of parents initiated alone, while 28 percent reported that their child was the one to initiate.

What’s the most common sign of commitment to toilet training?

For most parents (46 percent), buying and trying out the new potty-chair was the first official sign that their child was committed to toilet training. Twenty-eight percent said it was when their child first put on transition clothing or diapers. About 10 percent said that reading a toilet-training picture book to their child signaled a commitment to toilet training.

What type of toilet do kids prefer?

Thirty-six percent of children preferred the child-size potty. Twenty-six percent preferred the standard toilet, 24 percent preferred the adapter seat, and the rest preferred some combination. Most kids liked their potty-chairs decorated with stickers.

What are the most common words used in toilet training?

For urination, almost half the kids used pee-pee, 22 percent used go potty, 18 percent used pee, and 4 percent liked tinkle. For defecation, about a third used poo-poo while another third used poop. Ca-ca was favored by less than 10 percent, while the rest used their own special words.

What rewards are best?

Half of the parents used praise when helping their child learn to use the toilet. Fifteen percent used candy, 9 percent used special privileges, 7 percent used toys, 2 percent used money, and the rest used other rewards.
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“This book takes the terror out of toilet training.”

~—Barbara Unell and Jerry Wyckofl, authors of Discipline without Shouting or Spanking
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