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Introduction

Why Is Toilet Training Such a Big Deal?
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A number of things can contribute to a parent’s strong need to get a child toilet trained, right now. Some are pressures from your peers, fear that you’re failing as a parent by tolerating a child in diapers, the enrollment of your child in preschool, and, not least, the strains and stresses of what’s known as “diaper drag.”

First, assume that any neighbor or relative who claims victory in toilet training her child before yours is lying (well, maybe exaggerating), fantasizing, or redefining the term. I never considered my children really trained until they could get in and out of the bathroom, get their clothes off and back on, clean their bottoms properly, and wash their hands—all without any help from me. But for now, we’ll work with that more limited but still important definition that simply has the child saying, “Get me to the potty” in time.

Second, plan not to take it personally. Your child’s readiness for toilet training is no indication of his or her IQ, your level of parenting ability, or your parents’ attempts to raise you properly. (Despite what your mother-in-law might imply about your 3-year-old still being in diapers, doesn’t mean she did a better job than you’re doing.)

Third, be assured that it will happen. When your child is truly ready, physically and emotionally, toilet training will happen rapidly. And be assured that while it’s going on, toilet training is very, very important, but when it’s accomplished, you’ll wonder why it seemed like such a big concern!

Fourth, remember that you are not alone. When your child regresses for the third time, meditate on the fact that, simultaneously, several million other mothers and fathers are earning their toilet-training merit badges, too.

One controversy on this subject is the language used to describe this process. It’s called “toilet learning,” “potty training,” “toilet teaching,” and “toileting.” Yes, learning may be more accurate than training, at least according to today’s wisdom, but I’ve never had anyone ask me if my child was toilet learned. So please bear with my preference for toilet training, and don’t search for deeper meanings.

 

 

Remember that there are three things you
 can never make your child do—
 eat, sleep, or go to the bathroom.






Chapter 1

When Is My Child Ready to Be Toilet Trained?
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The days of hand-hemmed, hand-washed, line-dried diapers are gone—thank goodness. So that should signal an era of more relaxed, less anxious parents, right?

Wrong!

The prospect of toilet training today evokes as much concern as it ever did. The pressures of friends and relatives—even doctors—as well as practical considerations have pushed many parents into premature toilet-training attempts that eventually ended in failure and frustration.

It is true that current wisdom has made many parents less intense about having a child trained before the age of two. Early training is no longer the norm, but once a parent decides that the time has come, relaxation seems to go out the window.

The simple fact is that your child must be physically and emotionally mature enough to understand and to control what is happening in the process. If you begin to toilet train a child before this point, the odds are that it simply won’t work. A child who is “trained” before  age two usually has a toilet trained parent—one who is trained to catch the child!

Physical maturation first becomes possible with voluntary control over the sphincter muscles—which means being able to open and close very specific internal muscles. While this is possible by about one and a half years, this voluntary control only truly begins when a child can distinguish the sensations that precede a bowel movement or urination. This, in turn, depends on a certain amount of maturity of the central nervous system, over which no one has control.

You don’t toilet train children—you wait for their bodies to mature (a fact God has already worked out). I made a game of it, with a timer set for 15 minutes after drinking a liquid. My son loved it.

Linda Hurstell, Vicksburg, MS



Emotional readiness is also crucial. A child’s sense of self starts to emerge around the age of two. For the first time, the child realizes that he or she can affect the world and his or her own life. Unfortunately, one of the first manifestations of this new found power occurs during the “terrible twos” stage when a child seems interested only in affecting his or her world negatively! It’s not all bad, though.

One of the positive results of this emerging assertiveness is a desire to grow up. And one of the best examples of grown-up behavior a child can relate to is being toilet trained. Once your child arrives at this point, he or she is more likely to cooperate with your toilet training efforts because he or she wants to. Body mastery is more self-rewarding than a desire to please.

The average child cannot be successfully toilet trained before the age of about 28 months. While girls are often trained by two, boys may not be trained before three or later.

A report in the Journal of Ambulatory Pediatrics (2001) showed that the average age of completing toilet training—35 months for girls and 39 months for boys—are the oldest ages yet reported and in line with the trend of the increasing age for toilet training.

 



These results of a Practical Parenting™ Newsletter survey (1984) are similar to a 2001 study by the Medical College of Wisconsin conducted by Timothy R. Schumm, M.D.
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But of course the exception to prove this rule will inevitably be your neighbor’s child, a child in your child’s play group, or your sister-in-law’s child.

Whether a child is placed on a potty seat at six weeks, six months, or 16 months, most children will not be reliable until after the age of two.

And no two children, even siblings who have been treated in exactly the same way, will be ready at the same age. There is a right time to begin this process, but it varies from child to child. Any time before the age of four is normal, despite what Grandma—or anyone else—says. 98% of kids are trained by age four.

You might wish to consider the advantages and disadvantages of early toilet training before making a decision to try it. By early, I mean from age one to age two.

Just as we were finished toilet training our son, our next child (a girl) started wanting to use the toilet. She would watch her brother sit on the toilet and cry to take her diaper off. I fought her for three weeks, refusing to potty train two at once. But finally I thought if she was that insistent, she was ready. I put her in training pants, and three weeks later (at 18 months) she was completely trained.

Charlotte Martin, Bartlesville, OK









Advantages of Early Toilet Training 

The advantages of early toilet training are obvious. In fact, they’re the same as the advantages for toilet training in general, you just get to enjoy them sooner. Parents are anxious to have their children trained for a variety of reasons. Caring for an untrained child takes more planning and a lot of equipment. Travel and baby-sitting are more cumbersome. Wet diapers can cause diaper rash. (One mother told me her daughter trained herself in one day to escape a particularly painful case of diaper rash.)

On the average, dealing with diapers consumes approximately ten hours a week for most parents. A year’s worth of disposable diapers is costly, as is a diaper service. Cloth diapers that you launder yourself are not as cheap as they would seem, when you consider the cost of detergent, electricity, and wear and tear on the laundry equipment, not to mention Mom and Dad. Some nursery schools won’t take children in diapers, or they may charge more for the inconvenience. All in all, life is a lot more pleasant and less complicated when diapers become  a thing of the past. The attitude of most parents is “the sooner the better.”


Disadvantages of Trying to Toilet Train Too Early 

However nice it is to finally have a toilet-trained child, the process shouldn’t (and usually can’t) be rushed. Consider these disadvantages which are a high price to pay for a lowered cost of diapers:• Trying to toilet train a child who isn’t ready can prove to be futile, a waste of time and lots of unresolved anger.
• A child who is forced to try to comply may experience an extreme sense of failure. And so may the parents!
• Premature toilet training may create a war of wills in which no one wins. A child may actually hold back bowel movements, creating serious constipation problems in an attempt to control the parent.
• The stresses of futile attempts at training may cause a parent to use inappropriate regimentation or force. Studies show that one of the principal causes of child abuse is parental frustration over a child’s unsuccessful toilet training.
• A child’s anxiety about toilet training may lead to bed-wetting into adulthood. (A study of 18-year-old British army inductees provided a classic example of this. Fifteen percent were still bed-wetters after having been toilet trained before the age of one.)



We know that early rigid and coercive tactics are not worth the success they might achieve. In fact, rigid and coercive tactics used later in the training process can ALSO create more problems than they solve!

While most professionals today advocate later-is-just-fine, some believe you should begin training before your child’s first birthday. One such book promoting early training is Infant Potty Training by Laurie Boucke (White-Boucke Publishing, 2008).

I have been at odds with my four-year-old for more than two years. We seem to backslide a lot (sort of like two steps forward, one step back). I think I put too much pressure on him in the beginning. We are trying to be more laid back with our younger child.

Becky Wilkins, Lubbock, TX

 

As one who did not get trained until age four and a half myself, I would not suggest the issue first. Once either of ours decided he or she wanted to use the potty and wear panties, that was the key.

Jodi Junge, Huntingdon Valley, PA






What Are the Basics? 

You’ll probably think about toilet training long before you get into it. One thing you’ll want to do is settle any major differences of opinion between you and your spouse (or anyone else who will be involved) about methods and ways of handling things. Some compromise may be called for. Basic consistency is very important. There should be total agreement that there’s no place for punishment in any phase of toilet training.


General Signs of Readiness 

From the time your child is about two (though it may be nearer three for some), you should watch for signs of readiness for training. If certain signs are clearly present, and the child is basically past the negative “no-to-every-request” stage, he or she is probably ready.

 

You’ll know your child is ready when he or she: [image: 006]

• Is aware of the “need to go,” and shows it by facial expression or by telling you.
• Can express and understand one-word statements, including such words as “wet,” “dry,” “potty,” and “go.”
• Demonstrates imitative behavior.
• Can sit quietly for 4 minutes or more.
• Dislikes wet or soiled diapers. (Don’t confuse this with your level of discomfort or inconvenience.) 
• Is anxious to please you.
• Is able to stay dry for at least two hours or wakes up dry after a nap.
• Is able to pull elastic waist pants up and down.
• Has a sense of social “appropriateness” (wet pants can be an embarrassment).
• Tells you he or she is “about” to go. (Praise such statements to set the stage for a child who wishes to please you by learning to use the toilet or potty.)
• Asks to use the potty chair or adult toilet!




Some Preparatory Steps 

There is much to be said for setting the stage well before you begin toilet training. Few children train themselves. They need to know what’s expected of them. They need and deserve your help and guidance. A child who has become familiar with bathroom procedures and equipment is more likely to become trained quickly and easily than one who has not.

• Take your child into the bathroom with you. It’s especially helpful if fathers and brothers set the example for boys, and mothers and sisters set the example for girls. Siblings are often pleased to act as role models. If your privacy is important to you, don’t forget that there are neighborhood children who would probably be delighted to demonstrate. Day-care today often lets children “learn” from their peers and often speeds up their learning curve.
• Try to help your child recognize the sensations of “being wet,” “wetting now,” and “about to be wet.” Encourage your child to talk about these sensations—especially “about to be . . .” sensations—without pressuring your child to be toilet trained. Comment on signs you notice, such as the child’s pausing in play or walking if he or she is uncomfortable after elimination. Use statements such as, “You are having a BM,” rather than asking the general question, “What are you doing?” Asking your child to let you know when the diaper is wet or messy is another way of increasing awareness.

Check Fluid Intake

If your child shows all the signs of readiness except the ability to stay dry for at least two hours, check fluid intake. Any child who is drinking milk, water, or fruit juices continuously cannot stay dry for long. Also, check with your doctor about the possibility of a milk allergy or lactose intolerance (the inability to digest milk properly) which can result in cramps, loose stools and the inability to hold a bowel movement for more than a moment.



• Let your child go nude in appropriate settings to help the child “see” what he or she is doing, and to help make the mental connection between the words and what they refer to.
• Changing a diaper in the bathroom will also associate the process with the place. Children over age two should be off the changing table for this reason.
• Although much ado has been made about using the proper terminology for body parts and functions, you should use the words that come most easily to you and your child. “Peeing,” for example, may be more effective than the term “urinating” if the latter is a forced term. DO use specific terms, though; “going to the bathroom” is too vague. Try not to use words that will make your child think of his or her bodily functions as being dirty or disgusting (for example, “dirty,” “stinky,” “yucky,” etc.).
• Help your child learn the meaning of the terms “before” and “after” by using them yourself in other contexts such as, “We’ll wash the dishes after dinner.”
• Talk about the advantages of being trained: no more diaper rash, no more interruptions for diaper changing, and the pleasure of being clean and dry. Discuss training as an important stage of growing up and being “grown up.”
• Let your child practice lowering and raising training diapers or pants sometimes, or putting them on and taking them off.
• Have a potty chair handy on which the child may sit on (even with clothes on) while you are in the bathroom yourself, but only if he or she wants to. The intent is not to get results, but to provide familiarity with the equipment. Let the child flush the toilet for you, to help him or her get used to the noise it makes and avoid possible fear later on.
• Begin reading potty books to your child.

Also watch for body signals that children give when they have the urge to go.

• Becoming red in the face.
• “Dancing” on tiptoes.
• Holds legs together.
• Pulling at clothes.
• Hands holding genital area.

You can put words to their actions and point out these signals and suggest using the bathroom. Eventually children tune into these signals themselves.



I don’t think there’s any one way to toilet train children. They can be tempted, coaxed, yelled at or put on the potty every hour, but they won’t really be trained until they decide they’re ready.

Marlene Gwiazdon, Osceola, WI

 

Nothing I try has worked. My three-year-old understands everything about potty training, but tells me, “I’m not ready, Mommy.” So I try not to say anything. If he’s not ready, he’s not ready.

Kyle Lutz, Mill Valley, CA








End of sample
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