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By Claudia Quigg and Ann Coleman Stadtler
When one parent shares that “toilet training in a day really worked for us,” most
parents slump in discouragement. Like every other step in your child’s journey to
learning self-regulation, gaining toilet mastery may represent a steep challenge.
Toilet training is actually a series of small steps that each child takes at her own
pace. But toilet training doesn’t just happen to a child, it happens to a whole family.
Your little one is part of your family system, and whatever is going on in the life of
your family is an important consideration for toilet training. Your commitment to
your little one will empower her to achieve success when the time is right.
Recognizing that it will take some time and energy to support your child
through this process might make you wonder whether it is a good time to start. If
there’s a new baby in the family, a new job, or a new child care provider, toilet training may need to wait. However much you long for the end of diapers, it may not be
worth the upheaval in your home during an otherwise demanding time.
Understanding your child’s basic temperament also will help you get started.
Is your child very active? It may be difficult for him to sit still on the potty. Is your
Please see MASTERY, Page 4
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Learning Body Care Routines: Take It a Step at a Time
Very young children need support
and opportunities to learn to carry out
body care routines. The amount of support they need varies by the child’s age,
skill level, and the amount of opportunities they have had to practice a particular
skill. They begin learning the routines
of body care even when they are young
infants.
Caregivers can describe the steps and
actions they are taking as they carry out
diapering, dressing, and feeding cleanup
routines. Saying, “I am wiping your chin
with a washcloth to clean the applesauce
dribbles” helps a child learn the words
and actions associated with a body care
routine. As an infant grows older, a caregiver might hand the child the washcloth
and encourage him to wipe his own face.
Body care routines are wonderful
times to practice skills. Young children
use motor skills for manipulating washcloths, toothbrushes, combs, and other
body care items. They use their thinking
or cognitive skills to remember the steps
in the correct order. They use language
skills to describe the steps or ask for
help. When they learn to do these things
independently, they build confidence in
their abilities and determination. This
enhances their social and emotional development.
Teaching the steps and sequence
involved in a body care task and mastering the motor skills to do each step can
seem overwhelming job for caregiver. It
often seems easier for adults to do these
tasks for very young children. However
as children grow bigger, it is important
to remember that their desire for independence also increases. With planning
and consistent effort, even very young
children can participate in body care
routines.
Your EI team can help you develop
strategies to break down body care tasks
and adapt them for your child’s ability.
There are tools such as adaptive spoons
or toothbrushes that can help children
who need more motor support. Picture
directions with a sequence of steps or
teaching the final steps of a routine first
and working backward can help you and
your child feel a sense of success and be
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Steps for
Handwashing

Who Can
Do This?

1. C
 limb up on the
stepstool to the sink

Laura,
with help

2. Turn on the water

Mom

3. Wet your hands

Laura

4. P
 ump soap
on your palm

Laura,
with help

5. R
 ub hands together
to make bubbles

Laura

6. R
 inse bubbles
from hands

Laura

7. Turn off the water

Mom

8. Dry hands

Laura

9. Climb down
from stepstool

Laura,
with help

able to say, “You did it! Good job!”
A child does not have to be able to
do every step of a body care routine by
himself to participate. For example, let’s
consider Laura, a 2-year-old who is learning to use a walker.
Her mom and her developmental
therapist list out all of the steps in Laura’s
handwashing routine at home. They decide who will do each step. Laura cannot
climb up on a stepstool to reach the sink,
so she will need an adult to help her get
onto the stepstool to reach the sink. The
faucet is also hard to turn, so mom will
do that step for now.

Laura wants to pump the hand soap
herself. She still needs some hand over
hand help from mom to push the pump.
She loves rubbing her hands together to
make bubbles, and this is a step she can
do by herself. Laura builds independence
and confidence when her mom encourages her to try the steps in the process she
can do, even though she may not be able
to do the whole handwashing routine by
herself until she is older.
Take it one step at a time and involve your child in daily care routines.
Trying small steps can lead to big gains
in independence and skill.

Body Care Basics
Infants and toddlers can practice good hygiene and help avoid the spread of germs and
infection. Teaching young children the principles of good hygiene at an early age can help them
stay healthy throughout their lives. These routines are an important part of everyday life and
one of the best ways to teach is to lead by example. Follow these tips to help develop healthy
hygiene habits.

Handwashing

Bathing

When
•• Before and after eating and diapering/toileting
•• After playing indoors
•• After messy play
•• After touching face, nose, or mouth
How
•• With soap and
water for at least
20 seconds (or the
length of the “ABC”
song)
•• Turn the faucet off
with a towel when
using a public
restroom

Toothbrushing
•• Rub an infant’s
gums with a soft
cloth or finger toothbrush
•• Help your child brush twice a day
•• Use only a dab of toothpaste for children under
age 3
•• Use hand over hand or a “me first, then you”
routine until age 7 or 8
•• Floss every day; floss sticks are easier for small
hands to use

•• Picture books can help your child learn the steps
and body parts
•• Use a cup, washcloth, visor, or goggles to avoid
getting water and soap in the eyes
•• Make it fun with bubbles, bath crayons, or toys
•• Check the water temperature before you place
your child in the tub
• P
 lace your child
who can sit
independently in a
laundry basket in
the tub to contain
toys
• A
 lways stay with
your child
• P
 ractice bathing a
waterproof doll to
show how to get
body parts clean

Toileting
•• Use a child-sized seat or step stool with an
adaptive seat
•• Use appropriate words
•• Show how to wipe and flush
•• Always wash hands when done and after every
attempt
•• Encourage your child at his own pace and follow
his lead for signs of readiness

For more information, visit the Illinois Early Intervention Clearinghouse at http://eiclearinghouse.org
Any opinions, findings, conclusions, or recommendations expressed in this publication are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily
reflect the views of the Illinois Department of Human Services, Bureau of Early Intervention.
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Resources for Toilet Training Children With Special Needs
Tom Needs to Go: A Book About How
to Use Public Toilets Safely
for Boys and Young
Men With Autism and
Related Conditions
Kate Reynolds
Jessica Kingsley, 2015
WS 460 .R332 2015

Books
Lessons from Toilet School: A Family-Centered
Approach to Toilet Training
Ann Coleman Stadtler and Claudia Quigg
Bronze Man Books, 2017
WS 113 .St128 2017
Toilet Training for Individuals
With Autism or Other
Developmental Issues
Maria Wheeler
Future Horizons, 2007
(2nd ed.)
WM 203.5 .W563 2007
Also available as an eBook
Healthy Young Children: A Manual for
Programs
Susan S. Aronson (Ed.)
NAEYC, 2012 (5th ed.)
LB 1140.5 .H4Ar675 2012
Body Care: A Whole Health Curriculum for
Young Children
Connie Jo Smith, Charlotte M. Hendricks, and
Becky S. Bennett
Redleaf Press, 2014 (3rd ed.)
LB 1140.5 .H4S647 2014
Also available as an eBook

Ellie Needs to Go: A Book About How to Use
Public Toilets Safely for Girls and Young Women
With Autism and Related Conditions
Kate Reynolds
Jessica Kingsley, 2015
WS 460 .R332ell 2015
Good Going! Successful
Potty Training for
Children in Child Care
Gretchen Kinnell
Redleaf Press, 2004
HQ 770.5 .K56 2004
Videos
Toilet Training for Children With Special Needs
45 minutes, DVD
Developmental Pathways, 2009
WS 113 .T5731 2009
Potty Time
30 Minutes, DVD
Two Little Hands, 2011
WS 113 .P859 2011

eBooks Are Here!
You can now check out and download eBooks
instantly, using the 3M Cloud Library app
on most devices. For more detailed
instructions, visit
eiclearinghouse.org/resources/
library/ebooks/ or click on the
icon on the right.
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child slow to approach new tasks? You
may have to give him time to get comfortable with the idea of toilet training.
For most families, toilet training
occurs gradually in a sequence of small
steps. Consider the series of learning
tasks we are asking children to achieve:
• Feel it coming
• Hold it back
• Get to the right place
• Pull down their clothes
• Sit down
• Relax and go!
Parents can set their kids up for
success by noticing their child’s mastery
in small steps, like playing with their
stuffed animal by having it “sit” on the
potty. These steps show children’s emerging interest and serve as building blocks
toward the ultimate goal. Sometimes,
when children have health or developmental challenges, these small steps are
overlooked because so much else is going
on. Recognizing a child’s small effort will
contribute positive energy (rather than a
sense of failure) to the process.
All toilet trainers have to get com-

fortable sitting on the potty, and engaged
parents notice what their child may need
for comfort. A very active child may
need activities such as books and toys to
help her stay engaged to be comfortable
on the potty.
A child who may be somewhere on
the autism spectrum will especially benefit from consistency, so the potty may
always need to be in the same location
for him to be comfortable. He may also
need to sit on the potty at the same time
each day. If your child is on the spectrum, you probably have already discovered that rewards and consistent routines
help him gain new skills, and that same
approach will support toilet training. Reward any small step toward mastery.
A little one with sensory integration
issues may not like the feeling of the hard
plastic toilet seat, so she might be more
comfortable with a padded seat.
Sometimes health concerns contribute to challenges. Constipation is a major
problem for many toilet trainers, but a
child with low muscle tone may need
his parent to be especially vigilant about
providing a high-fiber diet to support
regular bowel movements. Children who

SSIP: An Update for Parents
Families play an important part in supporting their children’s development
and helping them learn new skills. The State Systemic Improvement Plan (SSIP)
is one way that the Bureau of Early Intervention is trying to help a child’s team
improve its support to the child. Three local leadership teams are working to
support early intervention professionals in our pilot areas. One emphasis has
been on the Child Outcomes Summary (COS) process.
This process allows us to understand children’s development between entrance and exit in our system. The change gives us an idea of how well the system is supporting children and families. Parents are an important part of both
the COS process (with their unique information about their children) and the
change that children experience (in how they support their children’s development). The ability to accurately document your child’s progress is critical to understanding how well our system works.
Improving the accuracy of the COS process was a primary focus of the SSIP
during the first implementation year. Resources are being developed to help address the areas needing improvement and, as a result, we are seeing some really
positive changes. Over time, these improvements may help families better identify where their children could benefit from additional support and help teams
understand how their child has benefitted from this support.
If you have questions about the SSIP, please e-mail them to
cguillen@illinois.edu.

@eiclearinghouse

Facebook.com/
eiclearinghouse

have regular sleep disturbances may have
a more challenging time learning to stay
dry throughout the night.
Every parent of a toilet trainer must
expect some regression. Progress is never
a steady upward path, but instead it's a
series of developmental bursts, plateaus,
and regressions before the next burst.
There is a natural tendency to overreact from the stress we feel when our
kids seem to slip backward. But recognizing these regressions as a normal part
of the process encourages us to instead
pause and wait while our children gather
steam for their next developmental leap.
Months of living with your beloved
child have given you insight into what
she needs to grow and learn. Toilet training is just one more in a long chain of
skills your child will learn with you supporting her at every step.
Claudia Quigg, MEd, is the founder
of Baby TALK and serves as an adjunct
assistant professor at Millikin University
in Decatur. Ann Coleman Stadtler, DNP,
RN, CPNP, is a pediatric nurse practitioner with a doctorate in nursing practice.
Both authors are affiliated with the
Brazelton Touchpoints Center.
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