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When to begin:
life as well, because if you are stressed or
busy, it might not be the best time for you.
A national study was done in England, looking
at when bladder and bowel control occurs in
children with Down syndrome. 1 This study
Don’t start to train if you feel you are not up
involved 63 girls and 75 boys aged 3 to 12
to facing possible set-backs without feeling
years. The age when toilet training started
undermined or angry with your child.
ranged from under 1 to 6 years. The majority
of children began training at 2 to 3 years of
If your child is involved in a day-time
age. The results indicated the following:
program, meet with the staff and advise them
Daytime bowel control was achieved by girls
at about 2 years, while the majority of boys
did not acquire bowel control until they were
about 3 years old. The remainder took up to
age 9 to achieve control.
Night time dryness was achieved by a large
number of girls at 3 years of age, with an
equal number of boys at age 8. Again, there
were a number of children still wetting at
night at age 7, including 3 girls and 10 boys.
However, these numbers are in line with what
is expected for the general population.
The results showed a wide range among
children with Down syndrome for achieving
bowel and/or bladder control. Some became
trained at the same age, if not earlier, than
many “typical” children. Parents usually begin
toilet training when their child reaches a
specific chronological age. The
determination of this age is often influenced
by family and cultural beliefs or pressures
from outside the family.
Before you begin
If your child is facing changes (moving from
crib to bed, changing preschools, new house,
getting a new sibling, etc), you should wait
until things are more stable. Consider your
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of yourintent, so that you can enlist their
cooperation and support. Ask them for
information and advice – it is important that
expectations and routines associated with
toileting are consistent in your child’s
environment.
Seating:

Purchase a child-sized potty or a special seat
to attach to your regular toilet. Whichever
you choose, remember it is important that the
child can stabilize himself with his feet so he
can push when he is having a bowel movement.
Ensure that when the child is sitting on the
toilet, his feet are planted on the floor and
not dangling in the air. Some families invest
in a musical potty such as:
http://www.musicalpotty.com ,
http://www.tinkletoonz.com , Royal Potty
from Fisher-Price Model No. 79622) to
provide instant reinforcement for success.
Literary support:
You may also want to pick up an explanatory
picture book for your child to help him get
interested in training. Examples include
“Once Upon A Potty” by Alona Frankel(there
is a girl’s edition and a boy’s edition), “I Can
Go Potty” by Bonnie Worth and “Going to the
Potty” by Fred Rogers. Remember: change
the wording in these books to the words you
use for toileting in order to avoid confusion.

¨
STEPS TO SUCCESSFUL TOILET
TRAINING:

Work with the day program to establish a
toileting routine along with the same language
cues, ie. “Toilet time”, “Time to go to the
toilet”.

Step 1: Get used to the potty
Step 4: Increase potty use
¨

¨

¨

¨

¨

Practice using the potty while he's still
dressed. A toilet seat can feel cold and hard
at first, and having him sit while fully clothed
will feel less foreign to him.
Read him a story, sing a song, or chat while
he's perched on the seat. Don't try to explain
why he'll needs to poop or pee in a potty. You
just want him to get used to the feel of sitting
on it.
If he doesn't want to sit at all, don't force
him. Doing that creates a power struggle that
may delay the entire training process.
If your child has a favourite stuffed animal or
doll, tell her it's learning to use the potty, too,
and place it on top of the seat. Then, ask your
child if she'd like to try again; revisit the
issue if she still refuses.
Let her watch family members when they go to
the bathroom. Children learn by imitation and
often want to copy “what a big girl does”.

¨
¨

Never force a child to sit on the potty longer
than he wants. Many children will never sit
longer than a few seconds.
Step 5: Abandon the diaper
¨

¨

¨

Step 2: Sit with a bare bottom
¨

¨
¨
¨

¨

If your child sits on the potty fully clothed
for a week straight, he may be ready to take
the next step and try it bare-bottomed.
Try this when he's already naked (before or
after a bath).
Continue these practice sessions once or, at
most, twice a day.
If he actually “uses” the potty you can show
pleasure and approval, but don’t go overboard
with ecstatic cries of delight.
It is important NOT to push him if it doesn’t
happen right away.

¨
¨

¨

Step 3: Establish a toileting routine
¨
¨

¨
¨
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Develop some routines around toileting.
Sitting on the potty before dressing in the
morning, before or after meals and again
before bedtime/bath time is a good time to
try.
Set up a wiping. flushing and hand washing
ritual.
If your child has regular bowel movements, try
to take advantage of them by putting him on
the potty at that time.

Gradually increase the frequency of “potty
sessions” based upon your child’s willingness.
Try to extend the time your child sits as this
will increase the chances of going in the potty.

At some point, you are going to have to
abandon the use of diapers during your child’s
waking periods.
A good rule of thumb is to time how long the
diaper stays dry. If it is dry for 2 or more
hours, you could take off the diaper for that
long to start with.
Prepare him for this by taking him to buy new
underwear – those with cartoon characters are
best – and reinforce to him that he does not
want to get “Spiderman wet”.
Remind him to ask (sign, gesture, point) for
the potty when he needs to use it.
If you can, put the potty in an accessible
place. Ideally he should be able to get it and
use it without asking or telling you, although
this will probably come later. You may need a
potty for the upstairs bathroom and another
for the downstairs.
Resist the temptation to ask him to use the
potty every 20 minutes. However, frequent
reminders may be necessary at times – for
example when you know he had a big drink an
hour ago!
Step 6: Celebrate success

¨

¨

Your positive manner, the storybooks, toilet
toys, songs and company may be enough
motivation for your child to cooperate with
toilet training.
If you choose to use other reinforcements
with your child, keep in mind that charts only
work when you are committed to using them
each time. As well, a chart will work if the

accidents. If the former, then keep your
response more low-key, and if the latter,
review your reaction to accidents.

child connects his behaviour to the chart and
to the reward.
ABOUT CHARTS:
Charts help the child (and the parent) keep track
of successes. Place a check or a sticker on the
chart every time your child accomplishes a task
within his usual range of behaviour. For example, if
your child usually makes it to the potty but has a
few accidents every day, you would put star in the
day's box for each time he gets to the potty and
not worry about the accidents because he is not
accident-free yet.
Charts show progress over time. There may be a
special reward, for example, after three accidentfree days. Longer-term goals are fine if you
combine them with a way to recognize daily
successes. Most young children can't stay
motivated toward a reward that is days or weeks
away. Remember, not every child responds to this
type of reinforcement.

ABOUT ACCIDENTS:
¨ Unless you are very lucky – your child is going
to wet and/or soil his pants. Other than
strapping a potty to your child’s bottom all
day, there is no way you can avoid it – so shock
and surprise are really out of place.
¨

“Your pants are wet. Let’s get some dry ones –
you can try and use the potty next time.”
¨

If you suspect that he is deliberately refusing
to cooperate, you are probably engaged in a
power struggle. Some children enjoy being the
focus of your attention, even when it is
disapproval, so it’s important to pay attention
to successes.

¨

If you feel angry, accept that this is how you
feel, but don’t express those feelings in a show
of temper at your child. It can actually
reinforce the wetting and soiling. If your
child can’t help his accidents, it is unkind to be
furious with him.

¨

Practice talking about your feelings. When
feeling angry at the umpteenth accident, tell
your child, “I’m cross because I’ve had to do a
lot of washing and wiping up today and that
makes me tired”. Your child has to learn that
wet/dirty pants and floors are undesirable but he doesn’t have to feel undesirable or
unworthy himself, or to have the dubious
pleasure of knowing just how angry he can
make you.

TOILETING TIPS:
9

Involve your child when buying the potty,
allowing him to choose the type or color if
possible.

9

Increase the number of times he needs to
urinate by increasing his fluid intake.

9

You can make toilet training fun by adding a
few drops of food coloring into the toilet tank
and encouraging your child to use the toilet so
he can flush it and guess the color.

9

To encourage standing, you can put a small
plastic boat or ball, or bits of toilet paper in
the toilet to serve as targets to “aim” at.

9

Talk about it in a positive way, using simple,
clear, child-friendly language.

9

Dress your child in easy to remove clothing.

9

Always give praise and encouragement for
using the potty, and always respond when he
tells you he wants to use it. If you suspect he
is asking for the potty more often than he
needs, ask yourself whether he likes this way
of gaining your attention, or if he’s fearful of
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Attitude is important. You need to be able to
commiserate with your child. You can say
something calmly like, “Are your pants wet? Or

TAKE A BREAK OR CONTINUE:
¨

Only you can decide whether the accidents are
frequent enough to postpone toilet training.
It is important to take your child’s feelings
into account as well as your own. Remember, it
is not a step back to use diapers again and your
child has not manipulated you and “won”.

ABOUT TIME TRAINING:

ABOUT ENURESIS ALARMS:

When a child is not able/ready to identify the urge
to void or move their bowels, but is willing to use
the toilet when prompted, he can be kept clean and
dry by creating a regular toileting routine that is
followed every day.

¨

Enuresis alarms indicate when a child is voiding
and enables the teacher to indicate that he is
voiding and take him to the toilet. Not all
children are able to tolerate the alarm, others
do well with it.

¨

Before considering the use of an alarm,
however, it is important to talk with your
child’s pediatrician, as well as the other
professionals involved with him, to explore if
this would be appropriate for him.

¨

Toilet training is but one step along your
child’s journey to independence. With your
patience, love and support, it will happen. As
with all journeys there will be highs and lows –
remember that you are not alone, and that you
have a community of parents and professionals
that are here to support you. Best of luck!
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The key to toilet training –whether the child has 46 chromosomes or has an extra
21st is to wait until they are ready!
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Toilet Training Readiness Checklist
Rogers 1 has developed a toilet training readiness checklist that can help parents. Do not begin toilet training
until your child has most of the following skills:
Physical development:
A non-mobile child can sit with or without support.
A mobile child attempts to squat without losing balance, is beginning to walk independently.
Cognitive development:
Child will search for a hidden toy, possibly by eye pointing.
Child can copy an action.
Child engages in make-believe play.
Language development:
Child can understand a simple request eg. “Where’s Daddy?”
Child can communicate needs by words, signs or gesture.
Toileting:
Child shows awareness of being wet/soiled
Child can stay dry for at least one hour
Child is aware of use of the potty/toilet.

The above checklist gives an indication of the child’s developmental level regardless of chronological age. It
should be used as a general guide only, with the child’s awareness of being wet or soiled and the ability to
communicate (by whatever means) being the most important aspects.
If your child is not ready for formal training at this time, you can work on developing readiness. Decide what
terms you are comfortable using to describe the body processes of elimination, remembering to keep them
short and simple, and use them in the appropriate context. This can start in infancy with diaper changes, and,
if you feel comfortable with it, include when your child joins you in the bathroom as an observer.
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