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POTTY TRAINING 101 

When and how to help your child learn to use the potty depends on how ready your child is, as 
well as your own beliefs and values about toilet training. There is not one “right” way or one 
“right” age to learn, however there are some key developmental milestones that must be met 
prior to your child being successful in the potty training process.  Remember that a parent being 
able to anticipate their child’s toileting needs is not indicative of a child being toilet trained. 

At WCCC, we use the ‘child-friendly’ words pee for urine and poop for feces/bowel movement.   

WCCC Definition of ‘Toilet Trained’ 

• Feels their body’s cues to recognize when they need to pee or poop 

• Gets to a toilet in time to put pee and poop in the toilet 

• Independently gets on and off of the toilet 

• Pulls underwear and clothing up and down when needed. 

• Ability to wipe and flush independently   

*A child may be successfully toilet trained while awake and still need to wear a diaper while they 
are sleeping, as it takes some children a longer time (up to 8 years old) before their brain can 
wake up their body to urinate or defecate. 

Signs That Children Are Ready for Potty Training 

In order to potty train successfully, a child must be able to control their bladder. This skill is 
necessary for children to physically be able to use the toilet. How ready a child is emotionally to 
begin learning to use the potty depends on the individual child. Some children are ready at 18 
months, and others are ready at 3. While every child is different, about 22% of children are out of 
diapers by 2½, and 88% of children are out of diapers by 3½. 

Your child is ready to learn to use the toilet when they can do the following: 

• Stay dry for at least 1-2 hours at a time or after naps 

• Recognizes that they are urinating or having a bowel movement. For example, your 
child might go into another room or under the table when they have a bowel 
movement. This is important—if your child does not realize they are having a bowel 
movement, they won’t be successful at potty training. 

• Is developing physical skills that are critical to potty training—the ability to pull pants 
up and down and to get onto/off the potty (with some help if toilet seat is high). 

• Copies a peer or parent’s toileting behavior. 

• Being able to stop their play when they are aware that they need to go pee or poop. 

• Child recognizes when their diaper is soiled and asks to be changed. 

• Can follow multi-step directions. 

 



When Not to Start Potty Training 

There are some issues that can sometimes get in the way of successful potty training. For 
example, when children are going through a significant change or several changes at once (see 
list below) hold off on potty training. At these times, children often feel overwhelmed and 
sometimes lose skills they have already learned or were making progress on. Common situations 
that can cause stress and are generally not good times to start toilet training include: 

• An upcoming or recent family move 

• Beginning new or changing existing child care arrangements or starting in a new 
classroom or with a new caregiver 

• Switching from crib to bed 

• Stopping the use of a pacifier 

• When you are expecting or have recently had a new baby. 

• A major illness, a recent death, or some other family crisis 

 

If your child is in the middle of potty training during a stressful time and seems to be having more 
accidents than usual, know that this is normal. Your child needs all of your patience and support 
right now. Your child will return to the previous level of potty training once they perceive that 
things have gotten back to ‘normal’. 

Starting Potty Training 

It can be helpful to think of potty training as a process in which both you and your child have 
your own “jobs” to do. 

It is the parent’s responsibility to create a supportive toilet learning environment. This means 
that you: 

• Watch for signs that your child is in control of his or her body functions 

• Read books to your child about toileting and potty training  

• Teach your child words for body parts, urine, and bowel movements 

• Send children to school in loose clothes with a top and bottom (dresses and skirts 
require lifting up and can make peeing on a toilet a challenge) that they can take on 
and off by themselves.  Elastic waist bands are the best. Avoid overalls and zippers. 

• Begin to change your child’s diapers standing up in the bathroom, rather than on a 
changing table. 

• Work with your child so they can pull their pants/shorts up and down independently. 

• Take your child to the store to pick out special underpants with characters, animals, 
patterns, symbols, colors or other things that they enjoy.  Talk about how wearing 
underpants is much more comfortable than diapers. 

• Avoid, when possible, purchasing diapers with favored characters on them. 



• Expect and handle potty accidents without showing anger or disappointment 

• Avoid punishment as well as too much praise around toilet use, which is just another 
developmental expectation, just like learning to walk or feed themselves. 

• Make sure your child’s diet is loaded with fruits, vegetables and fiber, so that they can 
comfortably and regularly move their bowels. 

• Work variables into your child’s toileting routines, so they become comfortable when 
others are in the bathroom and when using a variety of toilet types in a variety of 
settings. 

• At WCCC, we have child-sized toilets.  Consider a potty chair or toilet cover and step 
stool to help your child navigate a larger toilet at home.  

• Teach your child to wipe themselves with an explanation of front to back wiping and 
how much toilet paper to use (two squares), etc. Wiping skills typically require adult 
demonstrations and supervised practice at home. 

• Communicate with teachers regarding what is working at school/home and child’s 
home status with potty training.  

It is your child’s responsibility to: 

• Learn their body’s signals for when it is times to use the toilet 

• Practice using words or signs to tell adults that they need to use the toilet. 

• Work on their motor skills to pull pants up and down and get on and off a toilet. 

 

Keep in mind that children with special needs may take longer to learn to use the potty. They 
may also need special equipment and extra help and support from you. If you need assistance 
with your child’s toilet training, talk with your child’s health care provider. 

What to Avoid When Potty Training  

Two and three year olds are trying to gain some control over their world. They are using their 
growing physical, thinking, and language skills to gain some power over themselves, their bodies, 
and their surroundings. This natural and healthy desire for control can lead to power struggles, as 
children quickly figure out that one way to feel in charge is by refusing to do something they 
know their parent wants them to do.  

So it’s important to approach toilet training matter-of-factly and without a lot of emotion. Think 
of it as just another skill you are helping your child learn. If you show anger or disappointment 
when it’s not going well, or overwhelming joy when it is, it lets your child know this is something 
you want them to do badly. Refusing to use a toilet becomes a very powerful way for your child 
to feel in control. The more emotional you are, the more it shows your child how much it matters 
to you that they use the potty. 

 



Avoid getting yourself stuck in routines that you don’t want to do for the long term.  No parent 
wants to find themselves giving out prizes, handing out candy, sitting for hours in the bathroom 
alone with their child, giving an older preschooler a diaper in which to poop or a myriad of other 
traps that somehow parents get themselves into.   

When your child shows signs of toilet training readiness, announce that they are ready to pee 
and poop in the toilet just like older siblings or parents or peers.  Don’t ask a child if they are 
ready to toilet train, as a young child has no idea what that means. Remember to tell your child 
in a matter of fact way that “It’s time to pee/poop in the potty.”  Avoid asking a child if they want 
to go to the bathroom, because you open the door for them to tell you ‘No’.  Use phrases like, “In 
two minutes or when the song is over or when we finish reading this book, it will be time to go to 
the bathroom.” Keep your phrases and directions simple, direct and positive. 

When Preschoolers (over 3y6m) Are Not Potty Training 

Reach out to your child’s health care provider with your questions or concerns about potty 
training. Occasionally, children have physical issues that make potty training more difficult, so a 
check-up is always a good idea. You may also want to sit down with a child development 
specialist who can help you figure out what the challenges around potty training might be for 
your individual child and can help you identify toilet learning strategies that might be more 
successful. 

Potty Training at WCCC: What to Expect 

Children are typically ready and eager to use the toilet during their second year.  Most parents 
and teachers will tell you that two year olds can be easier to toilet train than three year olds, 
because they see using the toilet as fun and interesting rather than as a means of asserting 
control. Though we never want to push a child who isn’t ready to toilet train, we are also very 
aware that the movement to ‘wait until your child tells you they are ready’ came from research 
paid for by diaper companies whose main marketing goals are to keep your child in diapers for as 
long as possible. A CNN study found that in 1980, the average toilet trained age varied from 25 to 
27 months and by 2003, it increased to 3y8m.   

There are many factors that influence a child’s active participation in the potty training process at 
school. One of these is the level of stimulation in the environment. Whereas home usually 
provides a quieter environment with lots of one-on-one parental interaction, our school is active 
and engaging in totally different ways. Children sometime cannot focus on the urge that tells 
them it is time to use the potty or they may not want to stop what they are doing to use the 
potty. We will ask them to “try” at regular intervals, often with their peers once training starts, 
but if they refuse, then we respect their answer.  Often children toilet train well at school as they 
watch their peers successfully use the potty and visit the bathroom as a part of a regular routine.  
When a child is ready, potty training typically happens quickly. 

Please let your child’s teachers know when you see signs of readiness or have begun potty 
training at home. We will keep you apprised of signs and progress at school. 



GREEN ROOM: 
During the year your child is in the Green Room, we see an increase in self-help skills, 
independence, and body awareness. Since toilet training is a developmental task, it occurs 
naturally as toddlers become more competent in these areas and are able to be successful due to 
their physical, cognitive, and emotional growth. 
 
We use the month of September for children to acclimate to a new classroom and wait until they 
are adjusted before starting any toilet training at school. Since the bathroom is not adjacent to 
the classroom, Green Room toilet training must begin at home.  Once your child is peeing and 
pooping regularly in their home toilet and can verbalize their toileting needs at school, we will 
take them to the children’s bathroom. Once there, toddlers can sit on the toilet, have their 
diaper changed standing up and wash their hands.  After a toddler has been successful in the 
WCCC bathroom, parents can send in underwear.  Children begin to wear underwear over their 
diaper and after they successfully pee/poop in the potty, teachers will remove the diaper for 
short stints of time; typically putting it back on for rest time and walks.   
 
Sometimes young toddlers will show interest, and then it will wane. Toddlers are curious about 
everything in their world, but to master toilet training they will also need the ability to 
understand and control their body. 

BLUE ROOM: 
In the Blue Room, trips to the bathroom become a part of our everyday curriculum.  The physical 
space and location of the bathroom, just around the corner is very helpful and convenient. We 
start out by introducing the children to the whole bathroom scene; they become aware of 
flushing sounds, stools to step on at sinks and the noise and business of a shared space for 
toileting. 
 
During ‘potty times’ every child is changed while standing up by the ‘toddler toilets’ in the 
children’s bathroom. Depending on individual abilities, toddlers pull pants down. At this time 
they are given the opportunity to sit on the toilet. As the children become more comfortable 
with this routine,  we encourage them to sit on the potty more often. Toddlers regard the action 
of flushing as a reward for success on the potty. This is followed by hand washing before 
returning to the classroom. 
 
When a child is showing toilet readiness, we introduce them to the concept of wearing 
underpants over a diaper to begin with. Once they are successfully peeing and/or pooping in the 
toilet, a child progresses to wearing just underpants, but for short intervals only (i.e. snack time 
to lunch time – approximately 1 ½ to 2 hours). This helps to ensure success and positive feelings 
towards the learning task. As each child becomes more successful and confident in wearing 
underpants, we gradually increase the ‘underpants time’ until they are successful in wearing 
underpants all day!  
 
 



PURPLE ROOM: 
Most children enter the Purple Room toilet trained. If your child is not yet toilet trained, we ask 
that you familiarize your preschooler with sitting on a toilet and taking their own diaper on and 
off while standing up prior to the first day of school.  
 
During ‘bathroom times’ children in diapers are changed while standing up in the ‘diaper 
changing spot’ next to the Purple Room doorway into the children’s bathroom. Children are 
asked to pull their pants/shorts down and when the diaper does not contain a bowel movement 
to pull off the tabs of their diapers and give it to the teacher. At this time they are given the 
opportunity to sit on the toilet.  As children become more comfortable with this routine,  we 
encourage them to sit on the potty more often; eventually they will be asked to sit on the toilet 
and try to get some pee or poop out each time they go into the bathroom. We point out their 
peers and how they are successfully using a toilet. Children usually regard the action of flushing 
as a reward for success on the potty. This is followed by hand washing before returning to the 
classroom. 
 
When a child is showing toilet readiness, we introduce them to the concept of wearing 
underpants over a diaper. Once they are successfully peeing and/or pooping in the toilet, a child 
progresses to wearing just underpants, but for short intervals only (i.e. snack time to lunch time – 
approximately 1 ½ to 2 hours). This helps to ensure success and positive feelings towards the 
learning task. As each child becomes more successful and confident in wearing underpants, we 
gradually increase the ‘underpants time’ until they are successful in wearing underpants all day! 
 
Please reach out to your child’s primary teacher or to Darlene or Paula with any child specific 
toilet training questions.  We look forward to working with you as your child achieves toileting 
success! 
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