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Introduction and Acknowledgement

This guide has been designed to provide a step-by-step procedure for toilet training young
children. The information has been compiled over time by members of the Behaviour Therapy
Team in the Infancy and Early Childhood Program at Surrey Place.

We would like to give acknowledgement to the following contributors:
Lianne Moroz, MA, BCBA

Jennifer Tysick, M.ADS (ABA), BCBA

Gail Meissner, M.S.W., RECE, BCBA

Erin Yuffe, M.Ed., BST

The guide has been divided into five sections. The first three sections provide a general outline
of the process, which includes preparing for toilet training, starting on the first day, and the
training steps. The fourth section includes instructions for filling in data sheets, which is
important for monitoring your child’s progress. The final section provides ideas for
troubleshooting and information about advanced toileting skills of night-time toileting and
bowel success.
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Is your child ready for toilet training?

SIGNS YOUR CHILD MAY BE READY:

v Is your child’s diaper dry for at least 2 hours at a time?
v" Does your child like to flush the toilet and/or sit on the toilet?
v" Does your child give some indication when urination or bowel movement is about to occur?

(Facial expression, posture)

v" Does your child follow 1-step instructions? (Come here, sit down, etc.)

v Is your child free from medical conditions that may prevent toilet training? (Constipation,
chronic diarrhea)

If your child is showing signs of readiness to begin toilet
training, the guide on the following pages will help you
prepare for this important milestone in your child’s life.
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PART 1: Preparation

Before you begin to toilet train, it is important to plan ahead and be prepared. This will make the process
smoother.

PICK A START DATE:

Have a discussion with all the caregivers that will be involved in toilet training your child and decide on a start date.
Make sure you pick a day that will allow everyone to devote their time to the toilet training process. To make it
more exciting for your child, mark the date on a calendar and talk with them about a “Big Day” as you count down
to the start date.

USE CONSISTENT WORDS:

Make sure everyone is prepared to use the same words and phrases during toilet training. For example, “it's time
to go pee.” It is important to keep these words consistent in the beginning, so that your child is not confused.

GET A TOILET RING:

Get a cushioned toilet ring that can be placed on top of your toilet seat. It is important to make sure that your
child is comfortable and supported when sitting on the toilet.

GET ASTEP STOOL.:

Get a step stool that can be used to support your child’s feet while sitting on the toilet. The child’s hips, knees, and
feet should be at a 90-degree angle for maximum support. This ensures that your child’s leg muscles are relaxed,
which makes it easier to urinate or have a bowel movement in the toilet. The stool can also be used to access the
sink for hand washing.

BUY A SUPPLY OF CLOTH UNDERWEAR:

You will need a supply of cloth underwear for your child to wear when the start date arrives. If possible, involve
your child in picking out the underwear as a reminder to wear it when the “Big Day” comes.

IDENTIFY REINFORCERS:

Think of some highly preferred items that you can use to reward your child for sitting and for having success on
the toilet. Favourite food items such as candies, chips, and cookies are recommended because they can be
delivered in small quantities and are consumed quickly. You can also try stickers or short access to a favourite toy,
such as playing with Elmo for 2 minutes.

It is very important that your child does not have free access to these items outside of toilet training. Otherwise,
these items will lose their value as a reinforcer and your child may not be motivated to “work” for them.

Keep a supply of these items in the bathroom, but out of sight and out of reach. If you are using a food treat, try
not to let your child see the whole bag, or else they may keep asking for more.

If the things your child really likes changes from day to day, you might try filling plastic eggs with small toys or
treats in order to use novelty or surprise as the motivator. Or, you can have a small container of a variety of treats
and allow your child to choose one.

PAIR THE BATHROOM WITH FUN:

Build a positive association with the bathroom as you count down to your start date. You can do this by playing
music or playing with fun toys in the bathroom. You can even decorate your bathroom with stickers or toys of
your child’s favourite TV character.

MOVE ALL DIAPERING, CLEANING, AND TOILET RELATED DRESSING TO THE
BATHROOM:

This helps your child make the connection between urination and the bathroom, which is now a fun environment.
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MODEL TOILETING:
If possible, set up opportunities for your child to watch older brothers and sisters or other family members use the
toilet. Again, make it a fun experience.

FAMILIARIZE YOURSELF WITH THE ORDER OF STEPS IN A GENERAL BATHROOM
ROUTINE AND TAKE BASELINE DATA:

A General Bathroom Routine includes the following steps:

1. Pants and Underwear Down

Sit on Toilet (for about 2 mintues)
Wipe, if necessary

Underwear and Pants Up

Flush the Toilet

Wash Hands

Dry Hands

No vk wN

It is important to know that gathering information -collecting data-is a key component of toilet training. Before
you begin toilet training, data taken as a starting point - called baseline data - can help to determine the times of
day your child is most likely to void. When toilet training, data can be used to track your child’s progress, help you
to determine when to fade your assistance, and to identify areas that may need extra teaching.

During baseline, the child still wears diapers/pull-ups and no changes are made to the child’s routine. A check
happens every 30-60 minutes. A data sheet (see appendix) or a digital app (such as Potty Whiz, Potty Training
Tracker or Perfect Potty) can be used to record if the child was wet, dry, or had a BM. Taking baseline data over 3-
5 days may help to reveal your child’s voiding patterns.

PART 2: The First Day

REMOVE PULL-UPS/DIAPERS:
During daytime hours, pull ups and diapers are now a thing of the past. They are to be used ONLY for nighttime.

DRESS YOUR CHILD IN LOOSE CLOTHING:
Dress your child only in underwear or choose pants that are easy to push down and pull up. You'll have to do a
little more laundry in the beginning, but it will be worth it in the end.

INCREASE FLUID INTAKE:

Encourage your child to drink lots of liquids. This will increase the frequency of urination. You want to have many
trips to the toilet throughout the day so that your child gets lots of practice and more opportunities for success on
the toilet.

KEEP CLEAN CLOTHES IN THE BATHROOM:
If possible, keep a set of clean pants, underwear and socks in the bathroom so that they are readily available when
accidents occur. This will make things a little easier when you need to change wet clothing.

STORE THE DATA SHEETS IN THE BATHROOM:

Bring the data sheets and a pen into the bathroom so that you can easily fill in the information after each toilet
trip. Store them in a permanent location so that everyone has easy access. The data is very important because it
helps you track your child’s progress.
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PART 3: The Training Steps

INITIATE A TOILET TRIP WITH YOUR CHILD EVERY 30-45 MINUTES (OR WHEN THERE
ARE CLEAR SIGNS OF NEEDING TO GO):

You will need to keep your eye on the clock and on your child. Initiate a toilet trip every 30-45 minutes OR when
your child shows clear signs of needing to go. You may also use a timer. This will help to pair the “gotta-go” feeling
with going to the toilet.

FOLLOW THE SEQUENCE OF STEPS IN THE GENERAL BATHROOM ROUTINE

It is important to follow the same sequence for every trip to the toilet you initiate. This helps your child become
familiar with the routine and expectations.

Let’s take a look at the sequence we recommend you follow:

e First, approach your child and say, “it's time to go pee” (or whatever phrase you have decided to use).
e Then, walk to the bathroom with your child.

e Once you're there, have your child pull down their pants and underwear, and sit on the toilet.

e Your child should sit on the toilet for at least 2 minutes (or longer if they don't resist).

o Give toys, books, or other interesting materials to keep your child relaxed while sitting on the toilet.

Give Only as Much Help as Your Child Needs:

It is important that you give your child an opportunity to complete as many of the above steps as independently as
possible. Provide physical help as needed, but no more than is required. The best way to do this is to stand behind
your child, give gentle hand over hand assistance in the beginning, and then let go as your child begins to perform
the movements. Be prepared to help again if needed. It is important for your child to experience success and
avoid frustration, without becoming dependent on your help.

For example, if your child is having difficulty pulling down their pants, give hand over hand assistance from behind
to help get started. Make sure YOUR CHILD’S hands are doing the work and let go as soon as they are
experiencing success.

GIVE MINIMAL VERBAL INSTRUCTIONS:

Try not to give verbal instructions during toilet training. Otherwise, your child may become dependent on you
saying what to do. In general, physical help from behind and without verbal instructions closely mimics how it will
feel for the child to independently complete the bathroom routine.

Try not to Talk to Your Child During Toileting:

Try not to talk to your child while they are sitting on the toilet. If your child is trying to get your attention, say,
“first pee, then talking.” It is ok if your child continues to talk, just try not to respond. If your attention is
reinforcing, you can praise your child for sitting on the toilet, but don't engage in conversation.

Again, you are trying to create an environment that will closely mimic how it will feel for your child to complete the
routine independently.

HANDS OFF THE TOILET SEAT:

Once your child is sitting on the toilet, make sure their hands are not on the toilet seat. Some kids tend to hold
their weight on their arms, which keeps their body tense, making it difficult or impossible for the bowel movement
to occur.

You may need to give your child a toy or a book to occupy their hands. This can also help to relax and take your
child’s mind off toileting. Some parents find it helpful to have an adjustable table that can be pulled up to the toilet
and used for fun activities while waiting for the bowel movement to occur.
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REINFORCE SITTING ON THE TOILET:

In the beginning, deliver reinforcers to your child for sitting on the toilet. At first, your child may only sit for 15 or
30 seconds. That's okay. Work on delaying the reinforcer a little longer as your child sits successfully, until sitting
for 2 minutes. Later, you can deliver reinforcers only after your child is successful on the toilet.

IF YOUR CHILD 1S SUCCESSFUL ON THE TOILET:

Immediately show that you're proud by giving a reinforcer and lots of excited praise. Be sure to do this within 2
seconds of your child urinating or having a bowel movement in the toilet.

Then complete the following steps, giving as little help as possible:

e  Wipe, if necessary.

e Have your child stand up and then flush the toilet (or wait until your child is out of the room, if the noise is
likely to scare them).

e Have your child pull up underwear and pants.

e Your child should then wash and dry their hands.

e And then return to the previous activity or a new one.

IF YOUR CHILD IS NOT SUCCESSFUL ON THE TOILET:

If your child is not successful after 2 minutes or so, end the toilet trip. Say something neutral like “toilet is
finished”. Try not to show that you are disappointed so that toileting does not become associated with negativity.

Then complete the following steps, giving as little help as possible:

e Have your child stand up and pull up underwear and pants.
e Your child should then wash and dry their hands.
e And then return to the previous activity or a new one.

RECORD THE DATA ON THE DATA SHEET:

Remember to take a few minutes to record the results from every toileting trip whether your child has been
successful or not. The information you record will help you see your child’'s progress and help you identify areas
where they may need extra practice.

It is important to take your child to the toilet every 45 minutes and to complete the same steps in the same order
each time. Although it's time consuming, your child will get lots of practice with the steps and will have many
opportunities for success. Putting the time in now will pay off later because lots of practice leads to faster
learning.

Monitor your child’s progress. After a few weeks or once your child becomes familiar with the routine and begins
to experience success, increase the time between toilet trips by 15 minutes. For example, schedule trips every
hour, then every hour & a quarter as your child is able to remain dry.

ACCIDENTS:
Change Wet or Soiled Clothing Immediately:

Expect that your child will have accidents between toileting trips. This is a natural part of the process. It is very
important that your child’s soiled clothing is changed as soon as possible. Feeling wet clothes against the skin for
long periods of time will desensitize your child to the discomfort.

Stay Calm and Neutral:

Remember to stay calm and speak to your child using a neutral tone of voice. Say something like, “Pee goes in the
toilet. You need to change now.”
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Your Child Should Sit on the Toilet and then Change Clothes:

Following the same guidelines as during training, provide minimal physical assistance from behind. Your child
should go to the bathroom and sit on the toilet for 2 minutes. Use as little help from you as possible for your child
to clean and change clothes. Try to avoid talking to and making eye contact with your child so that accidents do
not result in lots of adult attention.

PART 4: Filling in the Data Sheet

Remember, it is important to collect data during toilet training because it will help you to monitor your child’s
progress and identify problem areas.

Store the data sheets and a pen in your bathroom so that everyone can easily fill in the information after each
toilet trip. Provide the data sheets to other caregivers who are also involved in toilet training your child.

An example of a Toilet Chart is included in the Appendix section. Start by recording the date, the time of the toilet
trip, and who took your child to the bathroom.

Record in the specific column for what your child was wearing (diaper/pull-up or underwear) and/or if they used
the toilet. Mark if your child urinated (pee) or had a bowel movement (BM) in their pull-up or underwear or “dry /
No void” if they didn’t. If your child initiated the bathroom trip you can mark Yes in the Self-Initiation column.
Under “Comments”, jot down any information about the toilet trip that you think is important. For example, the
type of reward used, iliness, lack of sleep, new pants or anything else that may affect your child’s independence or
toileting success.

If your child has an accident, you would record in one row noting what time they voided in their underwear as well
as what happened when they were taken to the toilet.

PART 5: Trouble Shooting

MY CHILD IS STILL HAVING FREQUENT ACCIDENTS

If your child continues to have frequent accidents, look back over your data sheets and take note of the times of
day that accident was recorded.

Look for general patterns. You may need to add a toilet trip to your child’s daily routine in order to avoid
accidents. For example, perhaps you usually take your child to the bathroom at 12:15 because that’s when the 45
minutes is up. However, if you find that your child is usually wet or soiled during this toilet trip, you should alter
the schedule and add a toilet trip at 12:00 to prevent the accident. A good rule of thumb is to schedule a toilet trip
about 15 minutes before the data indicate that accidents generally occur. You may need to adjust this time period
if you are still unable to prevent accidents. Remember, your data will guide your decisions about timelines.

WE ARE STRUGGLING WITH A STEP IN THE SEQUENCE

If you notice that your child has difficulty with one or more of the steps, there are a few things you may want to
try:

e Visuals: you can add a visual for that specific step or use a toileting sequence to help them follow all of the
steps. Here is an example:
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pull down pants sit and pee wipe clean

el | B

pull up pants flush wash hand

T

Created using Boardmaker symbols

e Remember to place the visuals at your child’s eye level.

e Extra Practice: you can provide extra practice for a step. For example, you can provide more opportunities for
your child to wash and dry his hands at different times during the day.

e Make Sure You are not Helping too Much: be sure that you are not providing more help than your child
actually needs. If you are too quick to assist, your child may wait for you to help instead of trying to do a step
on their own. Remember to give less assistance as your child experiences more success with that step.

WHAT ABOUT NIGHT TIME TRAINING?

It may take time for children to stay dry during naps or overnight. You may consider attempting night time training
when your child is consistently successful during the day with few accidents and is staying dry (in overnight
diapers) for several nights in a row.

There are a few tips to keep in mind when you decide to tackle nighttime toileting:

e Limit your child’s liquid intake in the evenings and try to avoid giving fluids for 2-3 hours before bedtime.

e Have aregular time for going to bed.

e Have a consistent bedtime routine, which includes toileting just before going to bed.

e Take your child to the toilet as soon as they wake up in the morning. If your child still wakes up wet most
mornings, consider adding some nighttime toilet trips. Some parents find it helpful to initiate a toilet trip with
their child before they go to bed themselves.

e Others set their alarm during the night and wake up to initiate toilet trips. If you decide to do this, start with
every 4 hours, but if your child is consistently wet, you may need to make them more frequent. After the first
couple of weeks, you should have a good idea about how often and at what time your child needs to go during
the night. If you are consistent, your child will become used to waking up in the night to go to the bathroom
and will begin to do so before accidents occur.

MY CHILD IS PEEING IN THE TOILET BUT WILL NOT HAVE A BOWEL MOVEMENT ON
THE TOILET

Bowel control generally emerges later than bladder control. Expect that your child will begin to experience more
bowel success after a urination routine has been established. Identify bowel movement patterns using the data
you have collected and plan bathroom trips around these times.

Signs that your child needs to have a bowel movement:
Common signs include squirming in their seat, pulling at their pants or going to a secluded area in the house. Keep
a close eye on your child. If you see the signs, take your child to the toilet right away and begin the routine.

Remember to remain calm and reassuring. If you panic and rush your child, they may become scared and anxious,
which can slow your efforts or even create an aversion to the bathroom.
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Conclusion

Remember - toilet training takes time and patience. It won’t happen overnight, so be sure to have reasonable
expectations of both you and your child. Now that you have a good plan, pick a date to get started and remember
to have some fun celebrating your successes along the way.
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Appendix A: Data Sheet
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Toileting Chart Date:
Time Pull-up Underwear Toilet Self- Comments
Initiated
u. 2 (Yes/No)
pee BM dry pee BM dry pee BM novoid
pee BM dry pee BM dry pee BM novoid
pee BM dry pee BM dry pee BM no void
pee BM dry pee BM dry pee BM novoid
pee BM dry pee BM dry pee BM novoid
pee BM dry pee BM dry pee BM novoid
pee BM dry pee BM dry pee BM novoid
pee BM dry pee BM dry pee BM novoid
pee BM dry pee BM dry pee BM novoid
pee BM dry pee BM dry pee BM novoid
pee BM dry pee BM dry pee BM novoid
pee BM dry pee BM dry pee BM novoid
pee BM dry pee BM dry pee BM novoid
pee BM dry pee BM dry pee BM novoid
pee BM dry pee BM dry pee BM novoid
pee BM dry pee BM dry pee BM novoid
pee BM dry pee BM dry pee BM novoid
pee BM dry pee BM dry pee BM novoid
pee BM dry pee BM dry pee BM novoid
pee BM dry pee BM dry pee BM novoid
pee BM dry pee BM dry pee BM novoid
pee BM dry pee BM dry pee BM novoid
pee BM dry pee BM dry pee BM novoid
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Appendix B: Useful Resources for Parents

Suggested Websites:

Connectability - Steps Towards Toileting Independence https://connectability.ca/2011/03/14/steps-
towards-toileting-independence/

Toronto Public Health - Common Parenting Issues / Toilet Training https://www.toronto.ca/community-
people/children-parenting/pregnancy-and-parenting/parenting/common-parenting-issues/toilet-training/

Autism Speaks / ATN Parent’s Guide to Toilet Training https://www.autismspeaks.org/tool-kit/atnair-p-
toilet-training-guide

Boston Children’s Hospital Down Syndrome Program - Patient Resources / Toilet Training Guide
https://www.childrenshospital.org/programs/down-syndrome-program/patient-resources

Suggested Resources:

Toilet Training for Individuals with Autism or other Developmental Issues: A comprehensive guide for
parents & teachers by Maria Wheeler. Publisher: Future Horizons, Inc.:

The Potty Journey: Guide to Toilet Training Children with Special Needs, including Autism and Related
Disorders by Judith A. Coucouvanis. Publisher: Autism Asperger Publishing Company

Steps to Independence - Teaching Everyday Skills to Children with Special Needs (4t ed.) by Bruce L.
Baker and Alan J. Brightman. Publisher: Brookes

Applying Structured Teaching Principles to Toilet Training. Article by Susan Boswell & Debbie Gray -
TEACCH Autism Program. Retrieved January 30, 2023 from https://teacch.com/wp-
content/uploads/sites/553/2018/01/Toilet Training_article revised.pdf
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