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Summer is just around the corner and children 
will be spending a lot of time in their bathing 
suits playing with water. This is the perfect time 
to encourage your 30-36 month old to use the 
potty or toilet.  
 
Letting them urinate outside in the garden when 
they are playing with water is fine to get them 
started but do encourage them to use the toilet 
as they will be expected to do so at nursery 
school. 
 
 
When to start? 
 
Children learn to tell when they need to do a 
poo or wee at different ages. Generally, signs 
that your child is ready for toilet training appear 
from about two years on, although some 
children show signs of being ready at 18 months.  
 
Night-time training can be as late as eight years, 
although most children stop wetting at night by 
the time they’re five. 
 
 
Before introducing the toilet or potty, it helps a lot if you have an established daily routine with your child. This 
way, the new activity of using the toilet or potty can be slotted into your normal routine. 
 
Your child is showing some signs of being ready if he: 
 
• is becoming generally more independent when it comes to completing tasks 
• is becoming interested in watching others go to the toilet (this can be awkward or make you 

uncomfortable at first, but is a good way to introduce things) 
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• has dry nappies for up to two hours – this shows he’s able to store wee in his bladder (which 
automatically empties in younger babies or newborns) 

• tells you (or shows obvious signs) when he does a poo or wee in his nappy – if he can tell you before 
it happens, he’s ready for toilet training 

• begins to dislike wearing a nappy, perhaps trying to pull it off when it’s wet or soiled 
• has regular, soft, formed bowel movements 
• can pull his pants up and down 
• can follow simple instructions, such as ‘Give the ball to daddy’ 
• shows understanding about things having their place around the home. 

 
Not all these signs need to be present when your child is ready. A general trend will let you know it’s time to 
start. 
 
Getting ready 
 
First, decide whether you want to train using a potty or the 
toilet. There are some advantages to using a potty – it’s mobile 
and it’s familiar, and some children find it less daunting than a 
toilet. Try to find out your child’s preference and go with that. 
Some parents encourage their child to use both the toilet and 
potty. 
 
Second, make sure you have all the right equipment. If your 
child is using the toilet you’ll need a step for your child to stand 
on. You’ll also need a smaller seat that fits securely inside the 
existing toilet seat, because some children get uneasy about 
falling in. 
 
In the beginning, you might like to read a book or watch a video 
or DVD about toilet training with your child. There are some fun 
children’s books your child might like to read in the early stages 
of toilet training. 
 
Some tips for getting started: 
 
• Look for signs that your child is ready to start toilet training (see above). 
• Introduce and explain the potty, allowing your child to try it out for size and get familiar with it. 
• Allow your child to watch others who are using the toilet, and talk about what they’re doing. 
• Begin to use trainer pants on your child – this helps her understand the feeling of wetness. 
• You might notice that your child uses her bowels at a certain time of the day, so try putting her on 

the potty at this time. This doesn’t work for all children – true toilet training begins when the child is 
aware of the sensation of doing a wee or poo and is interested in learning the process. 

• Teach your child some words associated with going to the toilet – for example, you might want to 
teach her words like ‘wee’, ‘poo’ and ‘I need to go’. 
 

Basic steps for toilet training 
 
• Choose a start day, perhaps when you have no plans to leave the house. 
• Stop using nappies (except at night and during daytime sleeps). Begin using underpants or training 

pants. You can even let your child choose some underpants, which can be an exciting step for him.  



• Dress your child in clothes that are easy to take off – for example, trousers with elastic waistbands, 
rather than full body suits. In warmer weather, you might like to leave her in underpants when at 
home. 

• Sit your child on the potty each day at times when he’s likely to have a bowel movement, like 30 
minutes after eating or after having a bath. 

• Give your child lots of fibre to eat and water to drink so she doesn’t become constipated, which can 
make toilet training difficult. Your child’s diet is the best way to handle this, rather than buying fibre 
supplements. 

• If your child doesn’t cooperate or seem interested, just wait until he’s willing to try again. 
• Give your child positive praise for her efforts (even if progress is slow), and lots of praise when she’s 

successful. You could say ‘Well done Janey for sitting on the potty’. As she achieves each stage, 
reduce the amount of praise. 

• Look out for signs that your child needs to go to the toilet – some cues include changes in posture, 
passing wind and going quiet. 

• At different stages throughout the day (but not too often), you might ask your child if he needs to go 
to the toilet. Gentle reminders are enough – it’s best if your child doesn’t feel pressured. 

• Five minutes is long enough to sit a child on the potty or toilet. It’s best not to make your child sit on 
the toilet for long periods of time, because this will feel like punishment. 

• You’ll need to wipe your child’s bottom at first, until she learns how. Remember to wipe from the 
front to the back, particularly with little girls. 

• Teach your boy to shake his penis after a wee to get rid of any drops. Sometimes, in the early stages 
of toilet training, it’s helpful to float a ping pong ball in the toilet for him to aim at. Or he might 
prefer to sit and do a wee, which can be less messy in the early stages. 

• Teach your child how to wash her hands after using the toilet. This can be a fun activity that your 
child enjoys as part of the routine. 

• If he misses the toilet, don’t comment. Just clean it up without any fuss. 
Toilet training might take days or months. It’s not a race (no matter what other parents tell you about their 
own ‘wonderful’ children!). 
 
 
Wet nights 
 
Even if your child uses the toilet or potty during the day, it’s 
not time to throw away the nappies just yet – often, children 
are between three and four years of age before they’re dry at 
night. Some children still wet the bed at six or seven, or even 
older. 
Make it clear to your child that you’ll help her in the middle of 
the night if she wakes up needing to use the potty. Assure her 
that there’s nothing wrong if she has an accident at night. 
 
Using training pants 
 
Children are more likely to understand toilet use if they’re no 
longer wearing a nappy – after all, the nappy is a portable 
toilet. So after your child has had a few weeks getting used to 
the potty, it’s a good time to start with training pants. These 
are absorbent underwear worn during toilet training. Once 
your child is wearing training pants, dress him in clothes that 
are easy to take off quickly. 



Wearing training pants is a big move for your child. If you celebrate it, the transition will be easier. Talk 
about how grown-up she is and how proud of her you are. 
 
‘Pull up’ training pants are very popular, and are marketed as an aid to toilet training. Research isn’t 
conclusive about how beneficial they are for toilet training, but they might help with the transition to 
underwear. 
 
Training pants are less absorbent than a nappy. They’re useful for holding in bigger messes (such as an 
accidental poo). 
 
Generally, cloth training pants are less absorbent than disposable training pants (or ‘pull-ups’), and can feel 
a little less like a nappy. Disposables might be handier when going on outings. 
 
Setbacks and accidents 
 
Your child has only just developed the amazing physical ability to manage this body process. As a grown-up, 
you might not remember, but this takes a while to get right. You can expect accidents and setbacks – these 
are all just part of the process. 
 
If your child gets upset because of an accident, reassure him that it doesn’t really matter and there’s no 
need to worry. 
 
To help avoid accidents: 
 

• Pay attention to your child if she says she needs the toilet immediately. She might be right! 
• If you’re sure your child hasn’t done a poo or wee in a while, remind him that he might need 

to go – he might get so caught up in what he’s doing that he doesn’t realise he needs to go 
until it’s too late. 

• Check if your child wants to go to the toilet during a long playtime or before an outing. If she 
doesn’t want to go, that’s fine. 

• Try to make sure the potty or toilet is always easy to access and use. 
• Ask your child to wee just before going to bed, and try to avoid big drinks at bedtime. 

 
 

Regression 
 

Everything is moving along nicely: Your little one seems to have mastered 
potty training and you think you've said goodbye to diapers for good. But 
then, suddenly he starts having accidents again and you wonder what went 
wrong. We'll explain why a child might take a few steps backward when it 
comes to potty training, and what to do about it. 

Make Sure It's a True Regression 

Rest assured that plenty of kids experience potty training regression -- it's 
completely normal. But ask yourself whether your child was really potty 
trained in the first place. "It is very common for occasional setbacks in the 
early days, months, or even years of potty training," says Scott J. Goldstein, 
M.D., a pediatrician at The Northwestern Children's Practice in Chicago.  



 

"But remember that a truly potty trained child should want to go on the potty. So a child who has several 
accidents every day and doesn't seem to care about [them] should not really be considered 'potty 
trained.'" So consider whether your child was ready to potty train. If he was, start looking for ways to get 
back on track. If not, talk to your pediatrician about when she thinks your child might be ready. 

Don't Overreact 

If your child has an accident, don't show disappointment; doing so can make your little one more anxious 
and that, in turn, can lead to more potty problems. "Despite the frustration of having to head back into 
accidents and diapers because of toilet-training regression, do everything you can to stay positive," says 
Wendy Sue Swanson, M.D., a Parents advisor and pediatrician at Seattle Children's Hospital. When you 
check to see if your child is dry, clap and cheer if she is. If she's not, just remain nonjudgmental and say, 
"Oops. You had an accident. Let's go sit on the potty." Remember to remain upbeat and never yell at or 
scold your child. "You want your children to feel empowered and not worry they're going to be punished if 
they make a mistake," explains Lisa Asta, M.D., a clinical professor of pediatrics at University of California, 
San Francisco. 

Resolve the Root Causes 

You're not going to stop the setbacks if you don't 
address the exact problem. "Try to identify the 
reasons for the regression, as addressing them will 
help the child return to where she was," says Mark 
Wolraich, M.D., Chief of the Section of 
Developmental and Behavioral Pediatrics at the 
University of Oklahoma Health Sciences Center and 
the Director of the Child Study Center. For instance, 
many children start having accidents during times of 
transition that might cause stress, such as starting a 
new school or welcoming a new sibling. Chances are, 
once your lives settle down, your child will master 
potty training once again.  

But even if your child makes it through the day without accidents, she still may have mishaps at night. 
"Many kids are not dry at night for years after they are dry during the day," Dr. Goldstein says. "Nighttime 
and naptime control are very different than daytime control."  Medical issues can also cause potty training 
regression, and constipation is a common one. If a child has difficulty having a bowel movement, she might 
steer clear of the potty altogether to avoid having to push and strain. Make sure your child is getting 
enough fiber and plenty of water, but if she's scared of pooping on the potty, play games or read books 
with her while she sits on the toilet to make it more fun. 

Remember a traumatic event can be a root cause of regression. 

Give Gentle Reminders to Go 

Often, accidents happen because a child is having too much fun playing or doing an activity and just doesn't 
want to stop to run to the bathroom. To resolve this situation, explain that it is normal to forget to use the 



potty sometimes and reassure your child that she's still "a big girl," Dr. Goldstein says. "Then take her to 
the potty every few hours at home and ask her teachers to make sure she gets to the potty frequently. 
Simple, gentle reassurance and reminders to use the potty will get a child back on track." Encourage your 
child to at least try to use the potty when she first wakes up, before meals, before bedtime, and 
immediately before you leave the house. 

Try Rewards -- to a Degree 

Give your child a few incentives to stay dry, especially if such rewards worked the first time you potty 
trained him. Create a sticker chart and give your little one a sticker every day he doesn't have an accident. 
After a few successful days in a row, you can give him a treat such as a trip to the ice cream store or a small 
toy, or less typical rewards like granting 10 extra minutes of bedtime reading or letting him watch a short 
movie during breakfast. Keep in mind, though, that rewards don't work for every child and, in some cases, 
they can create as much anxiety as punishments might. That's why the best rewards are often your words: 
"You're such a big girl!" or "You're so independent" can sometimes be the best incentive. 
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