
FIVE GIANT BABY STEPS TO TOILET TRAINING 

There are five developmental steps that must occur before a child is "toilet trained" and 

finally continent during sleep.  Children will, of course, vary in the timing of this 

progression. I am amazed and awed by the concatenation of exquisite neuromuscular 

developments that begin with stretch receptors in the embryo's bladder and end a few 

years later with involuntary continence during sleep.  Here are those giant baby steps.   

1) Two years old.  For infants two years of age or younger, a full bladder causes the 

stretch receptors in the bladder wall to transmit impulses to a reflex center in the 

lower portion of the spinal cord causing the bladder muscle to contract and 

urination to occur. 

2) 2-3 years.  Between the ages of 2 and 3 the child is able to detect the sensation of 

bladder fullness.  Muscles have matured and special nerve pathways have 

developed in the brain and spinal cord.  

3) Coordinating signals.  The next stage occurs when the child is able to coordinate 

the sensation of bladder fullness with sphincter relaxation.  A special area in the 

lower part of the brain called the pontine micturition center has developed.   

4) Voluntary bladder control.  Stage 4 involves the development of actual 

voluntary bladder control.  This happens when the neuromuscular control to 

inhibit the bladder contraction reflex center matures.  This center is located where 

it began — in the lower portion of the spinal cord.  At this time, the pudendal 

nerve also becomes available and is under voluntary control.  It plays a role in 

urinary continence by contracting the pelvic floor muscles.   

5) Dry all night.  Continence during sleep results when an area in the brain known 

as the basal ganglia develops an involuntary inhibition of the bladder muscle 

contraction.  

My hope is that every parent who reads this will enjoy the exquisite neurological and 

muscular developments as they unfold within your baby's body and know that this 

process cannot be hurried.  For each child those growth patterns will have their own 

unique time-line.  
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