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Slide 1 - Introduction 

I spend a lot of time thinking about toilets. On weekends and holidays, I drag my 

partner along to do ‘toilet ethnographies’. Our summer holiday to Brighton this year was 

visiting their (pretty impressive) public loos (to check them out, visit #cctoilettalk).  

Today though, I want to talk to you about school toilets. 

My talk today is very much a work in progress, but there are two main points. 

1) there is work to be done in theorising the embodied relationships between 

school toilets and identity; 

2) this work should be done with a critical eye on ‘developmental discourse’, 

which currently dominates school toilet literature. Rather than viewing 

some people's toilet requirements as 'particular' or 'odd', this would enable a 

critique of perceptions of ab/normal ways of being in the world. 

 I’ll start though with how I came to be talking about toilets. 

Slide 2 – Around the Toilet 

I’m currently leading colleagues in a project called Around the Toilet. Colleagues 

include Lisa Procter and Charlotte Jones from the University of Sheffield, Emily Cuming 

from the University of Leeds, and members of Greater Manchester Coalition of Disabled 

People, Action for Trans Health, Queer of the Unknown Arts Collective, Venture Arts (an 

arts organisation for people with labels of learning difficulties) and The Loiterers Resistance 

Movement.  

In this project we’re asking what it means to have access to a safe toilet space. 

Specifically, we’re thinking about queer, trans and disabled people’s access to toilets. From 
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here we’re having conversations about identity and embodiment, whilst complicating 

definitions of ‘accessibility’. 

We chose specifically to focus on queer, trans and disabled people, both to 

acknowledge the queer histories of the public toilet, but also as disabled, trans, and other 

queer people who experience misgendering, often share a need to use the accessible loo. 

Trans people and organisations campaign for more gender neutral toilets. Trans 

participants in Around the Toilet talked about not leaving the house, losing jobs and not 

drinking all day due to discomfort, intimidation and violence in binary gendered toilets.  

Often, the only gender neutral option open to them is the accessible toilet. Yet, using 

this comes with a feeling of taking up space which wasn’t designed for you, and subsequent 

hassle from people policing this space (which people with invisible impairments also 

experience). 

Interestingly, however, some disabled people have campaigned for the gendering of 

the accessible facility. Their argument is that the non-gendering of the accessible loo reifies a 

discourse of disabled people as genderless and asexual. For other cisgender disabled people 

there are pragmatic reasons for wanting a gender neutral space, such as so they can be 

accompanied by a PA of a different gender. 

It's not only issues specific to gender non-conforming and disabled people that have 

been brought up in the project. We’ve talked about how parents may use the accessible toilet 

either because they need more space, or because they and their child have different genders. 

We’ve talked about the positioning of baby changing facilities in the accessible toilet. 

For some disabled people, this is a problem. Changing a baby takes a long time and is another 
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strain on an already sought after space. One mother who is a wheelchair user on the project, 

however, contested this view point. She described the baby changing facilities in the 

accessible toilets as “saving her life”. She told one particularly memorable story of changing 

her daughter on the floor, because her wheelchair wouldn’t fit into the ‘women’s’ toilet. She 

called this the 'slug turd' incident, as she recounted being stuck on the floor, watching her 

daughter toddle off (covered in shit), with turd slug between them. 

So these are the kinds of conversations that I’ve been having over the last few months, 

and recently I’ve been thinking what they can teach us about toilets in schools. 

Indeed, one of the first conversations that came up in Around the Toilet was about 

school toilets. Adult participants spoke retrospectively of toilet paper that was like tracing 

paper, and little use for doing the job that it was intended. Some participants who had used 

the toilet assigned to ‘girls’ at school talked about ‘buddying up’ to go to the toilet – either 

because of enforced school rules, or for fear of bullying. Participants assigned female at birth 

(AFAB) – and I use this term here to recognise that not all people assigned female at birth 

will always identify as ‘female’ -
 
also spoke of seeking solitude, eating lunch and hiding in 

the school toilets. A genderqueer trans woman who used the urinals when at school talked 

about a childhood competition between those assigned male at birth to see who could pee 

over a high-up bar. Jess said that this was fun at first, but, as they
1
 grew older she became 

uncomfortable about what could be perceived as displays of masculinity in the bathroom. 

 

 

                                                 
1
 ‘They’ is used throughout the paper as a gender neutral singular pronoun as well as a plural pronoun. All 

pronouns used are those used by the participants, some participants use multiple pronouns (e.g. ‘she’ and 

‘they’).  
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Slide 3 – School Toilet Literature 

Mulling over the conversations about school toilets, I began to consider how school 

toilets have been approached in previous research. There is a small body of school toilet work 

out there (Barnes & Maddocks, 2002; Burton, 2013; Inan et al., 2007; Lundblad, Berg, & 

Hellström, 2007; Lundblad & Hellström, 2005; Rajaratnam, Patel, Parry, Perry, & Palmer, 

1992; Reeves, Priest, & Poore, 2012; Senior, 2014; Upadhyay, Mathai, & Reed, 2008; 

Vernon, Lundblad, & Hellstrom, 2003). With a few exceptions *(e.g. Ingrey, 2012; Millei & 

Imre, 2015), however, this research focuses upon medical implications of children not using 

the toilet all day at school  *(Inan, et al., 2007; Lundblad, et al., 2007; Rajaratnam, et al., 

1992; Upadhyay, et al., 2008; Vernon, et al., 2003).  Furthermore, it tends to rest uncritically 

upon development theory – i.e. by a certain age children should be toileting in a certain way. 

Neither does it engage with some of the issues of identity and embodiment that we have been 

discussing in the Around the Toilet project. 

In the remainder of this paper, then, I will use Around the Toilet data to discuss 

identity, embodiment and school toilets. My argument is that there is a need for more critical 

school toilet research which moves beyond the realms of medicine and hygiene. I will finish 

by highlighting why I think these conversations need to be thought of alongside critical 

understandings of ‘development’. 

Slide 4 - Blumenthal 

In her book, Little Vast Rooms of Undoing, Dara Blumenthal (2014) draws on Norbert 

Elias’ work to theorise around the bathroom. She explores how Western societies since the 

1700s have come to understand urination and defecation as ‘private’ affairs. She argues that 

this distinction was shored-up through socialisation which taught us to feel bodily shame and 
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revulsion. She shows how these toileting ‘lessons’ have evolved from very explicit, public 

messages, delivered to adults and children through instruction manuals, schoolbooks, and 

court regulations in the 1700s (“It is impolite to greet someone who is urinating or 

defecating”), to the much more implicit and private messages that we are accustomed to 

today. 

“Socialisation into the ‘proper’ use of these spaces [toilets] and our bodies within them 

has required communities to become quiet masters of their bodies, learning strict control 

and management in accordance with social propriety or risk personal degradation and 

social embarrassment. This is exemplified in the toilet training process Western parents 

put their children through today with children having in the space of just a few years to 

attain the advanced level of shame and revulsion that has developed over many 

centuries” (Blumenthal, 2014, 74) 

She points out that there is an expectation that adults don’t need to consciously learn 

or have instructions around private/public distinctions, as learning shame of one’s body is 

meant to be done (mainly privately at home) in early childhood. For Blumenthal and Elias, 

learning the importance of privacy (through learning shame and embarrassment of one’s 

body) is part of a ‘civilising’ process of learning to embody the Western notion of 

independent adulthood. 

Slide 5 - Civilisation 

I’m going to come back to this idea of ‘independent adulthood' later. First, however, I 

want to interrogate this word, ‘civilisation’. It’s a word that perhaps makes us feel 

uncomfortable, especially in thinking about ‘child’ to ‘adult’ ‘development’. However, I find 

this discomfort useful. 
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Thinking through 'civilisation' helps us to see the ‘Western’ specificity of dominant 

understandings of 'child' and 'adult', as processes of ‘civilisation’ can never be separated from 

a colonial discourse of ‘civilising the uncivilised’. One way in which the colonial ‘civilising 

process’ worked was to position people of colour as childlike, a positioning that has and 

continues to also be afflicted upon disabled people and women. The discomfort with the word 

‘civilisation’ then is a useful reminder that understandings of ‘adulthood’ are tied up in 

White, western, masculine, cis gender, able and heteronormative ideals.  

Slide 6- Public/private 

There is also a point to make about a public/private distinction that is key to this 

‘civilising process’. As toilet training is meant to be ‘private’ (i.e. done within the family), 

when children reach school or preschool, the issue of who is/isn’t toilet trained becomes 

particularly prevalent and emotive. For some children, it can also be a time when they are 

further socialised (or ‘civilised’) into particular embodied roles – and toilets play a part in 

this. A participant in Around the Toilet, for example, spoke of their children who were home-

schooled. They highlighted how a lack of schooling allowed them to receive a queerer, more 

fluid understanding of gender, but when they went out, the two boys didn’t understand the 

gendered etiquette of the toilet (e.g. those assigned male at birth use the men’s toilet). 

Through institutions (and the family can of course be one of these), regulatory categories are 

enforced. Furthermore, it’s important to note that the degrees to which we learn shame of our 

bodies vary dependent upon gender, race, class, disability and so on. ‘Civilising’ is always 

relative to social positioning. 

An obvious gendered example of the different degrees to which we learn shame of our 

bodies is the common placement of a shared urinal in the ‘men’s’ toilet, whilst the ‘women’s’ 
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is made up of single stall cubicles
2
. Or that it is more socially acceptable for men to urinate in 

public, than it is for women. Yet, how school toilets shape children’s understandings of 

gender (or, even less, sexuality) is rarely explored within school toilet literature. 

Slide 7 – Queering Developmental Norms 

Another point that Blumenthal highlights is that we expect children to untangle these 

complex webs of etiquette and appropriateness in a very short space of time in early 

childhood. Some trans participants in Around the Toilet, however, talked about having to re-

learn the toilet rules if they transitioned and/or changed which toilet they used part-way 

through their lives. Through this they queered developmental norms and made the 

peculiarities of gendered etiquette particularly explicit. 

Jess, for example, talked about bodily sounds being as loud as possible when using 

the ‘men’s’ toilet, compared to the required silence of the ‘women’s’. They said: 

“I think … the differences of genders within the different toilets, ’cause I use both of 

them, I found with the male toilets that people try to pee as loud as they can.  It’s like, ‘I’m 

am peeing.  I am so manly!’ … So I just sort of think, ‘Well, now I have to pee as loud as I 

can so … [It’s] competitive. It’s like a race.  Who can pee the fastest.”   

Whereas discourses of femininity expect neatness, prettiness and silence, discourses 

of masculinity teach boys to be messy, noisy and take-up space (Davies, 2003). Although this 

may not be a new or original point to make, it is one that becomes particularly apparent 

above. Indeed, it leads me to question the relationship between school toilets and the 

gendered messages that children receive in the classroom. How do these wider discourses of 

                                                 
2
 In 1976 Alexandra Kira recommended the common use of ‘female’ urinals (Penner, 2001) 
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masculinity and femininity differently shape children’s gendered identities? How does this 

intersect with school toilet use?  

Slide 8 – Penis 1 (trans men) 

An interesting phenomenon in workshops was that talk of toilets often led to talking 

about sex. Perhaps this isn’t surprising given the queer histories of public toilet. But there are 

more theorisations of queerness to be done other than what is perhaps the most obvious. 

Telling the story of using the ‘men’s’ toilet for the first time with his Dad, Rohan, a trans 

man, half joked about not understanding the rules of the ‘men’s’ bathroom. For participants 

using the ‘men’s’ toilets in a study by Shelia Cavanagh (2010), however, there was one 

important rule: “Definitely [men] don’t look at each other’s penises” (trans man in, 

Cavanagh, 2010, 91). For these participants this came down to a fear of homosexuality.  

Slide 9 – Penis 2 (schools) 

In the following quote a teaching assistant in Australia is discussing a new toilet in a 

pre-school, and the lessons in gendered toilet etiquette become particularly explicit:  

“I am still struggling with the lack of visual. You know … going from this big wide open 

space and now we’ve got one little window and that still concerns me a little bit that we 

haven’t got the supervision aspect of knowing what’s going on…. some undesirable 

things happening in there, ah boys looking at each other’s penis and stuff like that” (Staff 

member quoted in Millei & Imre, 2015, 8)   

Although perhaps not always this explicit, children assigned male at birth are taught 

from an early age to not look at another person’s penis (and, in cissexist cultures that appeal 

to the norms of the gender binary, the person with a penis is presumed to be male). They 

receive a lesson for safely navigating ‘men’s’ toilets in later life, and through this become 
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socialised into a heteronormative impulse which is fundamental to the process of 

“civilisation” (Elias, 1978). 

Slide 10 - Bodies 

Millei and Imre (2015) write that civilisation relies on the visibility of children’s 

bodies. Paechter (2004) furthers this in a paper that theorises mind/body dualisms and the 

marginalisation of sex education. Paechter argues that as the mind is prioritised within 

Western schooling, bodies are policed, rendering them docile “to the extent that they 

disappear” (314). The main reason she gives for the prioritisation of the mind within school is 

the unacknowledged worry that children’s bodies are sexual. For Paechter, sex education 

therefore remains marginalised as it “threatens the body politic of the school, its good order, 

its firm separation of mental and physical” (317). 

Furthermore, there’s a heterosexual assumption within any (un)acknowledgement of 

children’s sexuality. Using the example of changing rooms, Paechter writes, “once we start to 

segregate them to change for PE, they learn that male and female bodies, when unclothed, are 

to be kept separate” (315). 

Binary gendered toilets teach a similar lesson: that there are two genders which are 

polar opposite to one-another, and these must be kept separate when unclothed. Yet, despite 

the explicit heterosexual assumption, arguably there is an implicit fear of homosexuality. As 

children are expected to share spaces (to different extents) with unclothed bodies that have 

been assigned the same sex, children (especially those assigned male at birth) must learn to 

not look at those bodies. Division by gender works from a heteronormative desire. 

Slide 11 – Bodies that threaten 
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Furthermore, if bodies threaten the school, some bodies are more threatening than 

others. These include, trans bodies that do not fit or move between binary gendered 

categories (presumed to be stable), sexualised, particularly queer sexual bodies (or bodies 

perceived to be queer) that look at each other’s’ penises, and leaky, disabled bodies that do 

not toilet in ways that we want them to (Liddiard & Slater, f.c.).  

Slide 12 - Disability 

Allan et al. (2009) discuss a study where researchers held a conference to talk about 

‘diversity’ with 10-12-year-olds. Although not concentrating on toilets specifically, the 

children spoke of toilets when ‘disability’ was the topic of discussion. In the following quote 

we see children’s awareness around the potential Othering space of the accessible toilet. 

“Several girls argued that disabled people might feel left out because they can’t go to the 

toilets with other – ‘regular people’, as one put it. An interesting gender difference in 

understanding was negotiated when one boy asked why anyone would want to go to the 

toilet with others but the girls patiently replied that this ‘is what you do’. This seemed to 

make sense to one boy who commented: ‘If someone sees you going to a different thing, 

they think you’re different’.” 

Children’s nuanced understanding of relationships between space, identity and 

belonging is notable. The possibility of disabled children’s gendered toilet etiquette is put 

into question due to the spatial set-up of the school toilets. Children in the study said that 

there should be accessible toilets in schools, but suggested that these in themselves could 

cause segregation.  

Slide 14 – Development Literature 
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Here then, we have a dilemma. We realise that different bodies and forms of 

embodiment may require different toilet spaces. Yet, we do not want to segregate these 

bodies, or make them appear ‘different’. This is where I think a critique of ‘development’ can 

come in. 

I’m thinking of development here as a discursively constituted phenomenon that is 

constantly produced and reproduced both through the authoritative knowledges of science, 

medicine and pedagogy, but also the conversations of new mums in coffee shops discussing 

who’s baby has smiled/laughed/sat up, by parents at the school gates, through TV and the 

media. 

I’m also thinking about 'development' in relation to processes of ‘civilisation’ that I 

spoke of earlier, and always in a socio-political context that we know values certain ways of 

being in the world over others. 

I’m drawing on ideas from critical psychology *(Burman, 2008a, 2008b; 1996; 

Walkerdine, 1993) , Disability Studies *(Erevelles, 2000, 2011; Goodley & Runswick-Cole, 

2010; Goodley, Runswick-Cole, & Liddiard, 2015; Slater, 2015)  and education (Greenstein, 

2016; Lesko, 2012).  

Thinking critically around psychologised, medicalised and individualising 

understandings of ‘development’ in relation to expectations of how we use the toilet offers a 

possibility of moving away from positioning disabled and trans children’s access to toilets in 

schools (and therefore their forms of embodiment) as ‘special’ or ‘different’. Rather, it allows 

us to question the foundational lessons of ‘right’ and ‘normal’ ways of using the toilet – and 

through this, being in the world.  
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I’ll briefly illustrate some questions that this perspective may encourage us to ask 

before wrapping up. 

Slide 13 – Development Questions 

Developmental discourse is ableist, by a certain age one should meet a certain stage, 

or be positioned as Other. In another paper with a colleague, Kirsty Liddiard, we have argued 

that to be ‘adult’ one must show that they are ‘contained’, including in their use of the toilet 

(Liddiard & Slater, f.c.). To leak is to be discursively positioned as 'child' (and a young child 

at that!). In school, there are exceptions made for disabled children, however. Government 

guidelines stipulate that the head teacher can decide if an ‘un-toilet trained’ child can start 

pre-school, unless they have an impairment label (AD Pupil & Family Services, 2013). 

Anecdotally, I’ve been told of parents (usually mothers) of disabled children having to not 

work specifically so that they can go into school and change their child. 

But what about other children who don’t meet this developmental ‘milestone’ or have 

an impairment label? Does the ‘fault’ then move from one presumed to be ‘within’ the child 

to an accusation of ‘bad parenting’ (generally aimed at the mother)?  

As development also relies on Western, normatively gendered, heteronormative, raced 

and classed understandings of ‘childhood’, closely linked to the ideas of ‘civilisation’, we 

also need to ask how does any ‘mother blaming’ intersect with race, class and so on?  

Furthermore, how does development function in relation to normative 

understandings of how ‘girls’ and ‘boys’ should ‘be’? How does this relate to toilet 

use and hidden lessons that children learn from the toilet?  
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These are the kinds of questions that although I haven’t had time to unpick today, I 

am led to asking by the Around the Toilet project, and would like to explore in further 

research. 

Slide 15 - Conclusion 

To conclude, the school toilet acts of one place in which, through the body, social 

positioning is learnt. My point in this paper is that there is much more work should be done to 

think about the relationship of school toilets with issues of identity, embodiment and 

belonging in the school. The questions I will continue playing with are how school toilets, 

and children’s lessons in toileting, relate to understanding of how children are expected to 

‘develop’. Although I haven’t had time to unpack it very much in this paper, I’d argue that 

the strong ties between developmental discourse and toilet training, along with the varied 

messages children learn in the toilet dependent upon social positioning, mean that school 

toilet researchers need to critically think about how lessons in the toilet relate to discourses of 

development in schools. 

Finally, I leave you with a plug – if you’re interested in talking more about toilets our 

Around the Toilet end of project event is coming up. It’s free and in Manchester on Friday. 

Highlights will include the launch of a toilet maze game that we’ve developed with some 

architects, a toilet performance from our project partner, Queer of the Unknown, toilet t-shirt 

making, a stall from Chella Quint who runs the school-based project, Period Positive, and 

panel of key toilet campaigners, including from the Changing Places campaign. 

I also just want to credit Sarah Smizz for the artwork that I’ve used today – she’s been 

graphically recording our project and I’ve brought along some postcards with some of this 

artwork on. Take them away to send to friends, lovers, enemies or your favourite toilet. 
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Thank you 
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