
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 learning environment. This means that you: 

 Recognize that your child is in control of his or her body 
 Let your child decide whether to use the potty or a diaper/pull-up each day 
 Teach your child words for body parts, urine, and bowel movements 
 Offer your child the tools she needs to be successful at toileting (such as a small potty, potty seat, stool, etc.) 
 Expect and handle potty accidents without anger 
 Avoid punishment as well as too much praise around toilet use. (This can make children feel bad when they 

aren’t successful.) 

It is your child’s responsibility to: 

 Decide whether to use the toilet or a diaper/pull-up 
 Learn his body’s signals for when he needs to use the toilet 
 Use the toilet at his own speed 

Finding a toilet training method that works for your family is the key. No matter how you do it, remember this is 
a learning process that takes time, with many accidents along the way. Being patient is the best way you can 
support your child as she learns. 

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

What to Avoid When Potty Training Your Toddler 

Toddlers are all about 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. And, for better or worse, 
learning to use the potty is way up there on most parents’ list of what they really, really, really want their 
children to do—and children quickly pick up on that. (Just picture mom and dad clapping and jumping up and 
down when they see their child’s first bowel movement in the potty.) Toilet training is particularly ripe for power 
struggles because it is so tied up with toddlers wanting to have control over their own bodies. 

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 him to do badly. Refusing to do it 
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 he use the potty. 

It is also very important not to force your child to use the potty because it can cause intense power struggles. 
These power struggles sometimes lead to children trying to regain control over their bodies by withholding 
urine or bowel movements. This can create physical problems, like constipation. So if you are starting to see 
power struggles developing over potty training, it might help to take the pressure off. Stop talking about potty 
training or doing anything about it for a little while, until your child shows signs of readiness and interest again. 

 


