
False Starts—How to avoid the most common pitfalls of toilet training 

“Good toilet training instills children with confidence,” observes Dr. Joan Kinlan, a child psychologist in 

Washington, D.C. But training a toddler can be a daunting task, given all the different methods and 

options. What follows are a few of the most common toilet training mistakes parents make and some 

suggestions for how to avoid them. 

Starting too early. Trying to train your child before she’s ready to use the toilet can set the stage 

for a frustrating learning process. You may find yourself nagging and criticizing your child—while she 

builds up anger and resentment—and you’ll almost certainly have to contend with frequent accidents 

and lots of wet underpants. Wait until your child shows definite signs of readiness before you start 

toilet training and avoid beginning the process when she is in one of those say-no-to-everything 

stages that often occur around the age of 2 

Changing your mind. Good teaching calls for consistency. Be sure you and your spouse are in 

agreement about the procedures you’re going to use and come up with a strategy with which you are 

both comfortable. Whatever method you decide on, don’t change your approach back and forth. 

Some daycare programs toilet grain children in groups; if your child is learning this way, go over your 

procedure with his caregivers and make sure that their methods and discipline tactics don’t stray too 

far from your own. The more consistent the process is, the faster and more easily your child is likely to 

learn. 

Unrealistic expectations. Patience, patience. Using the toilet is a skill that requires practice. 

While it’s tempting to believe that you can get the training over with in a day or two, it generally 

doesn’t work out that way. Children don’t develop other skills in 24 hours, and toilet training cannot 

be the exception. Remember, the entire process can take from several weeks to a few months; if it 

happens more quickly than that, you’ll be pleasantly surprised. 

Breaking your word. You may find that your child wants to check out every restroom she 

encounters on an outing, even when she doesn’t need to go to the bathroom. If you’ve made the 

agreement to escort her to the bathroom whenever she asks, don’t renege. While you may feel 

manipulated, go along with your child’s requests, however numerous they may be. Otherwise, she will 

not believe she is being taken seriously.  

Overanxious. Although you may feel nervous or overeager about toilet training, try to keep your 

feelings in check. Communicating your worries to your child will only make the process more 

emotionally charged for him. You may find it helpful to share your concerns with other parents—so 

long as you don’t fall into the trap of comparing your child with theirs.  
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