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• Give your child the tools. Teach him the 

words to communicate toilet needs — pee, 

poop, toilet, washroom (whatever vocabulary 

your family uses). And be sure that his clothes 

are easy to pull on and off. Elastic waistbands 

are great. Long T’s, overalls or fussy buttons 

could delay him and cause an accident.

• Go shopping for underwear. Take your 

child along so she can be part of the process 

of getting ready. Does she like Dora or prin-

cesses or purple? Give her a choice so she 

feels some control over what she wears.

• Read stories about toilet training and 

leave the books out so your child can look 

at them whenever he wants. Nystrom likes 

Once Upon a Potty (there are versions for 

girls and boys) by Alona Frankel and Uh 

Oh! Gotta Go! Potty Tales from Toddlers 

by Bob McGrath. 

• Introduce the potty casually. Bring it 

into the bathroom — just have it sitting 

there at first and let your child explore it. 

Maybe she would like to sit on it with her 

clothes on or have her stuffed animals try it 

out. If the bathroom is up a flight of stairs or 

far from your child’s usual play area, con-

sider a second potty, closer at hand.

• Establish routines. Take your child to 

the bathroom and catch him when he needs 

to go. Pantley explains, “Have a routine so 

he goes as soon he wakes up, after meals, 

before he goes down for a nap or to bed.” 

Pantley adds that bowel movements are 

likely to happen first thing in the morning 

and 10 to 30 minutes after a meal. 

• Watch for signs your child is feeling 

the urge at other times, too. Nystrom says, 

“The child might not say, ‘I have to go.’ She 

might be doing a little jig in the corner or 

holding herself, and then you know, ‘OK, 

let’s go try.’”

• Offer praise. Share your child’s pride 

in the accomplishment! “You might say, 

‘Great job!’” suggests Nystrom. “You don’t 

have to reward her, but be there for her and 

support her.” 

• Anticipate accidents. He won’t always 

make it — that’s a certainty. Just take a 

breath and clean up. If it’s a dirty diaper, 

Nystrom suggests saying, “‘We’re going to 

put the poop in the toilet’ and the child can 

flush it if he wants to — or you can do it.”

• Use clear language. Nystrom advises,  

“When a child is in the training stages, 

don’t ask, ‘Do you have to pee?’ You want 

to say, ‘OK, in five minutes we’re going to 

go sit on the toilet.’ Don’t make it a choice 

because she might not make the right choice 

and then she’ll have an accident.” 

The parent’s readiness to train is as important as  
the child’s readiness to learn. You are going to be involved 
10 times a day or more — for a month or more.

POTTY GEAR 
There are lots of cute toilet-training 

accessories — charts, stickers, musical 

potties, flushable targets. You don’t 

need these add-ons. Pantley explains, 

“Basically what you need are easy-to-

wear clothes, a potty and big-kid under-

wear. That’s all you need. Anything else is 

icing on the cake, but if you like it, if your 

child is excited about it — sure, go for it.” 
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• Expect your child’s (and your) enthusi-

asm to wane sometimes. Pantley asks, “Can 

you think of any game your child will play 

eight to 10 times a day, day after day, and 

not lose interest?” When the novelty wears 

off, you may need a way to boost your 

child’s interest while his new skill becomes 

an established habit. Pantley says, “I’m 

never against little prizes for success or a lit-

tle chart with stickers — that kind of thing 

is often helpful.”

• Establish good washroom habits. Show 

your child how to wash her hands right from 

the start, every time she goes. Choose some 

fun soap and keep a stepstool by the sink. 

• Don’t expect overnight success. Being 

dry during the day doesn’t mean your child 

will be dry through the night — these are 

separate processes and night dryness relies 

primarily on physical factors your child 

can’t control. Nystrom says it usually takes 

until age four before a child is able to make 

it through the night (and quite a number 

of five-year-olds still wet the bed). In the 

meantime, use Pull-Ups and have a plas-

tic cover on the bed so cleanups aren’t a 

big deal. 

• Don’t be afraid to back off. If you feel 

that you and your child are struggling and 

perhaps he isn’t as ready as you thought, 

take a break and try again later. “Take your 

lead from the child,” says Nystrom.

You may feel a tug of regret when you 

finally pack away that last daytime diaper 

— you don’t have a baby in diapers any-

more. But the feeling will last only a minute.

Your child is growing up, just a little. And 

many exciting, happy (and drier) milestones 

lie just ahead! •

*Name changed by request.


