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Abstract

This paper explores teachers', parents' and pupils'
perceptions and described experiences of school
toilet policies, provisions and practices within
state-funded primary (5—11years) and secondary
(11-16years) schools in England. In doing so, this
research critically examines how school-specific
policies and toilet provisions influence children's and
young people's use of toilets at school and identifies
issues which pupils must navigate within this heavily
tabooed space. Seeking to portray a range of per-
spectives, we present data generated through three
mixed-method surveys completed by 96 school-
teachers, 158 parents and 198 secondary school pu-
pils. Adopting an overarching wide-angled lens, we
combine descriptive statistics with thematic analysis
to detail similarities and nuances of parents', teach-
ers' and pupils' perceptions around (a) accessibility of
school toilets, (b) problematic pupil behaviour and (c)
provision quality. The different perspectives offered
provide a wide-angled lens which allows for a wider
dialogue between pupils, parents and teachers. Our
key findings underscore the need for standardised,
equity-focused guidelines that address both infra-
structural inadequacies and behavioural dynamics.
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Key insights

What are the main issues that the paper addresses?

This paper explores how school toilet policies, provisions and practices in English
state-funded primary and secondary schools affect pupils' access, comfort and
wellbeing. It critically examines how teacher-enforced restrictions, infrastructural in-
adequacies and peer behaviours shape children's and young people's use, or avoid-
ance, of toilets during the school day.

What are the main insights that the paper provides?

The study reveals systemic inconsistencies in school toilet policies and highlights
the negative impacts of restricted access, poor hygiene and inadequate menstrual
support on pupils' wellbeing and dignity. It calls for national, equity-focused guidance
that supports pupil wellbeing, accommodates diverse needs and ensures inclusive,
safe and sanitary washroom facilities in schools.

INTRODUCTION

Excretion and urination are things that we all experience; we all shit and piss.
(Slater et al., 2018, p. 519)

This extract captures how defecation and urination are natural bodily functions which are fun-
damental for good health (Saleem et al., 2019; Tasoglu, 2022). However, there is a wealth
of evidence to suggest that at school, some children develop urination and defecation habits
which can foster negative physiological and psychological consequences (see Kitstner, 2009;
Michels et al., 2019; Vernon et al., 2003; Yang et al., 2018). Across many nations, children
have been found to avoid school toilet facilities due to reported issues of bullying (Francies
etal.,, 2022; Ngidi & Moletsane, 2018; Tatlow-Golden et al., 2019), safety concerns (Senior, 2014;
Vernon et al., 2003) and dissatisfaction with the quality and cleanliness of restrooms (Reeves
et al., 2012; Senior, 2014; Shao et al., 2021). Such issues appear to be compounded by con-
straining school policies which often limit pupils' access to toilets to certain periods of the day
(i.e., break and lunchtime) (Coram, 2024; ERIC, 2024'; Shao et al., 2021), short intervals during
which these spaces are likely to be used by many pupils for a range of purposes, including uri-
nation/defecation, socialising, vaping/smoking, mobile phone usage and make-up application
(Norling et al., 2016; Senior, 2014; Zemer et al., 2023). Whilst such issues have been explored
across the past two decades, more recently there has been growing academic (Atherton, 2024;
Peng & Wu, 2023) and civic (Department for Education, 2023; ERIC, 2024; Gov.AU, 2023; Gov.
UK, 2024; NSPCC, 2024") interest in sex segregation and how to make school toilets more
inclusive spaces for all children and young people. Arguably, one reason for such increasing
interest is the growing number of pupils identifying as trans or non-binary, with 85% of teachers
surveyed in a YouGov poll reporting an increase since 2019 (Sex Matters, 2022).

As this study is located in England, for cultural specificity it is important to frame na-
tional legislation and policy-based recommendations. Legislation foregrounded in the
School Premises Regulations 2012 details that all schools maintained by local authorities
(state-funded) must provide suitable toilet and washing facilities for the sole use of pupils,
and separate toilet facilities for boys and girls aged 8 years or over, except where the toilet
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facilities are provided in a room that can be secured from the inside and that is intended
for use by one pupil at a time. Additionally, Section 100 of the Children and Families Act
2014 (see Department for Education, 2014) places a duty on maintained schools and pro-
prietors of academies to support pupils with medical conditions, ensuring separate toilet
facilities are provided for disabled pupils. National policy does not set a minimum number
of fittings to be provided in relation to age or number of pupils, but the Department for
Education (2015) recognises that younger pupils' needs are likely to be greater than older
pupils, recommending one toilet and washbasin for every 20 primary school pupils. It is
also important to note growing discussions about single-sex bathrooms and gender-neutral
toilets (Jones & Slater, 2020; NSPCC, 2024), with some calling for the abolition of toilet
provisions being organised around binary choices of ‘boy’ and ‘girl’ (Benato et al., 2024;
Ingrey, 2012; Slater et al., 2018). Despite such academic recommendations, the Department
for Education (2023) reiterated that schools ‘must always protect single-sex spaces with
regards to toilets, showers and changing rooms’, recommending that children use the toi-
let facility ‘designed for their biological sex unless it will cause distress for them to do so'.
Additionally, in responses to calls for the state to address period poverty, in September 2024
the Department for Education (2024) introduced the period product scheme for schools and
colleges, providing free period products to girls and women in their place of study. Running
across the 2024/25 academic year, this scheme aims to ensure that period products will be
available to all who need them when they need them, designed to ensure periods are not a
barrier to education (Department for Education, 2024).

Whilst English national policy is prescriptive in its aims, schools govern their own
policies, with teachers and support staff often tasked with implementing guidelines
(Coram, 2024). Within the United Kingdom, some schools enforce policies which include
securing toilets during lesson times via locked doors or barriers, with pupils often having
to request a key before use (ERIC, 2024). Considering the growing academic and civic
interest in policies and issues which children and young people may face within school
toilets, this paper explores teachers', parents' and pupils' perceptions and self-described
experiences of such spaces. In doing so, this study seeks to add to the growing body of
literature regarding how contemporary policies, provisions and practices influence chil-
dren's and young people's use, or avoidance, of school toilets. To achieve this aim, we
present data drawn from three mixed-method surveys completed by teachers, parents
and pupils within England. Whilst specifically exploring school toilet policies, practices
and provisions within English schools, the following section reviews literature published
across many Western and non-Western nations.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The first theme to be explored is children's and young people's perceptions of access to
toilets at school, a factor which appears to significantly impact upon their experiences.
Interviewing 8 boys and 11 girls (aged 9—16years) from five Swedish schools, Lundblad
et al. (2010) discovered a shared teacher expectation that toilet needs should be addressed
during recess (breaktime), a rule implemented by teachers but not always clearly regulated
within each school. Pupils reported regularly needing the toilet during lessons. Many ex-
pressed concerns regarding recess time being too short to use the toilet, whilst some shared
their anxieties of not knowing when they may need to use the toilet (Lundblad et al., 2010).
Supporting Lundblad et al.'s (2010) findings, presenting questionnaire data provided by
19,557 children from 252 schools in Denmark, Jorgensen et al. (2021) highlighted that 50%
of boys and 60% of girls were dissatisfied with their school toilets. A central concern in such
dissatisfaction was the lack of access to toilets during lesson time. Many pupils reported that
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breaks were too short, whilst others reported wanting to play during recess. Such concerns
fostered distress around toilet usage for some children (Jorgensen et al., 2021). There is
also evidence to suggest that teacher and/or senior leadership-imposed restrictions are
not isolated to schools in Western nations. Presenting questionnaire responses provided
by 761 primary school pupils in China, Shao et al. (2021) detailed how pupils were un-
able to use the toilets during lessons. However, contrasting with Lundblad et al.'s (2010)
and Jorgensen et al.'s (2021) findings, these pupils reported having enough time during
breaks to use the toilets and did not disclose concerns regarding the restricted access
to these spaces. Providing insights into potential consequences of restrictions to toilet ac-
cess, Tatlow-Golden (2019, p. 217) detailed how a third of primary school children often
felt ‘bursting’'—a term used to denote feeling urgency or on the verge of involuntary inconti-
nence—with some children sharing fears of being refused access to the toilets by teachers
despite such urgency.

Adequacy of toilet provision

Whilst accessibility issues may partly underpin children's avoidance of school toilets, it is
also important to recognise many pupils' dissatisfaction with the perceived adequacy of
toilet provisions. Presenting environmental survey data from 68 primary schools in New
Zealand, Reeves et al. (2012) report how only 28% of surveyed toilets met all standards of
the Ministry of Education, Health and Educational Health Safety Code of Practice for State
and State Integrated Schools, as many handwashing facilities lacked warm water. The en-
vironmental surveys also revealed that toilet paper was not always available at the end of
breaktimes, which Reeves et al. (2012) highlights as a concern, considering such provision a
reasonable expectation within all schools. Presenting similar concerns when surveying 2020
pupils in an Australian primary school, Senior (2014) detailed how 61% of boys and 47% of
girls raised the problem of a lack of toilet paper. Pupils also expressed concerns regarding
handwashing and drying facilities, with only 38% of girls and 41% of boys reporting that they
can wash and dry their hands at school (Senior, 2014), concerns also reported elsewhere
(Jorgensen et al., 2021; Shao et al., 2021; Shoham et al., 2020). Reporting questionnaire
data provided by 3962 girls in England, Shoham et al. (2020) detailed how many girls rated
toilets as having at least two problems, which most commonly included dirtiness (56%), lack
of toilet paper (45%) and lack of privacy (35%). Shao et al. (2021, p. 29) also discovered that
cleanliness was a primary concern in pupils' use of school toilets, specific issues includ-
ing the ‘presence of faeces, urine, vomit, and smell’. Across these studies and others (see
Lundblad et al., 2010; Michels et al., 2019; Norling et al., 2016; Zemer et al., 2023), pupils
raised concerns about the infrastructure of school toilets, including broken locks, graffiti,
loud hand dryers, inadequate flushing mechanisms, lack of privacy and lack of (sanitary)
bins. Collectively, the studies reviewed within this section demonstrate how pupils often face
more than one issue related to the quality and cleanliness of school toilet provision, which
contributes to many avoiding toilet usage.

Emotion-laden avoidance

Children and young people have also expressed concerns over safety and desires to avoid
embarrassment when explaining their toilet avoidance at school. Surveying 394 primary
school pupils in England and 157 in Sweden, Vernon et al. (2003) discovered that across
both nations children were afraid to use the toilets at school. Across both schools, pupils
described how inadequate privacy was coupled with fears of bullying, contributing to a
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significant number of children purposefully avoiding pooing at school (Vernon et al., 2003).
Considering how peer behaviour (real or perceived) influences toilet usage, Senior (2014)
found that 71% of girls and 65% of boys feared the behaviour of other students in the toi-
lets, whilst most qualitative comments mentioned a lack of privacy. Similarly, interviewing
21 students (aged 16—18years) from four Swedish schools, Norling et al. (2016, p. 168)
detailed how many students felt exposed within the toilets as the cubicles ‘allowed others
a clear impression of or to hear, and even film, toilet usage’. Such feelings of exposure led
to students avoiding school toilets, causing constipation and abdominal pain, which also
negatively impacted upon concentration levels in class (Norling et al., 2016). As referenced
by Vernon et al. (2003), concerns over privacy may be exacerbated by fears of bullying.
Presenting focus group data provided by 24 secondary school students (aged 14—17 years)
in South Africa, Ngidi and Moletsane (2018) discovered that the toilets were considered the
most dangerous spaces in school, whereby the rifeness of bullying was attributed to the
isolated nature of toilet blocks and the lack of security (i.e., cameras and staff presence).
Similarly, in Australian primary schools, Francies et al. (2022) identified school toilets as
‘hotspots’ for bullying, with pupils (aged 4—12years) attributing increasing prevalence to a
lack of adult supervision. Likewise, Shoham et al. (2020) reported an association between
bullying and school toilets, detailing how pupils bullied in school toilets often avoided these
spaces despite an urge to pass urine. Offering a nuanced finding, Shoham et al. (2020)
found that some children used school toilets as a refuge from bullying, with cubicles per-
ceived to provide protection. Whilst school toilets may serve as a safe space, there is more
evidence to suggest that school toilets are ‘hotspots’ where bullying can occur.

Teachers' perceptions and imposed practices

As those responsible for enforcing school toilet policies, attention is now paid to teach-
ers' perceptions and experiences of children's and young people's use of toilets at school.
Seeking to understand teachers' attitudes and strategies in regulating toilet usage, Lundblad
et al. (2016) interviewed 17 teachers from five compulsory schools in Sweden. Across the
sample group, teachers discussed how the time needed for pupils to visit the toilet was
ruled by physiological needs, yet no teachers had a clear understanding of whether chil-
dren regularly used the toilet at school nor an awareness of a formal school toilet policy
(Lundblad et al., 2016). Discussing their imposed practices, most teachers believed that chil-
dren must learn to adapt their visits to the toilet as they get older, with older pupils expected
and constrained to toilet usage at breaktimes (Lundblad et al., 2016). One reason for such
constraining practices was a wide shared understanding amongst teachers that pupils often
request to use the toilet to take a break from schoolwork (Lundblad et al., 2016). Also seek-
ing teachers' reflections of pupils' experiences, Lundblad et al. (2016) discovered that few
teachers considered hygiene standards as problematic, yet many noted how pupils may feel
uneasy about using the toilet at school due to embarrassment. For these teachers, pupils'
emotion-laden reluctance was centred on fears of peers knocking or pulling on toilet doors,
concerns commonly shared by pupils (see Norling et al., 2016; Shoham et al., 2020; Vernon
et al., 2003). Further exploring teachers' perceptions of school toilets, Kasule et al.'s (2017)
questionnaire revealed that under-adequacy of resources, shortage of sanitary bins and
hygiene products may negatively impact upon pupils' toilet usage. Seeking to address such
concerns, the authors recommended that teachers should allow 5-min breaks for toilet usage
between lessons and establish a code of conduct for toilet etiquette, whilst schools should
provide sanitary bins, implement a weekly toilet rota for staff and ensure effective clean-
ing through the school day (Kasule et al., 2017). Seeking to explore teachers' perceptions
of menstruation at school, when surveying 209 teachers in the Midwestern United States,
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Huseth-Zosel and Secor-Turner (2022) discovered that less than half of teachers (47.8%)
had menstrual products available for pupils in their classrooms. Moreover, teachers com-
mented that pupils are often embarrassed about getting their period at school due to societal
taboos towards menstruation, leading to a culture of concealment amongst pupils (Huseth-
Zosel & Secor-Turner, 2022). Teachers also expressed concerns over pupils missing class
due to menstruation experiences, whilst the authors detailed how inconsistent approaches
were adopted by teachers as many sought to limit pupils' bathroom visits (Huseth-Zosel &
Secor-Turner, 2022). Collectively, these findings reinforce the need for clearer institutional
guidance to balance safeguarding, academic attainment and pupil wellbeing, also highlight-
ing the unintended outcomes of teacher-imposed toilet practices with regards to menstrua-
tion, embarrassment and equal access.

Parents' perspectives of school toilet practices

Whilst several studies have examined pupils' and teachers' perceptions of and experiences
in school toilets, there is sparse evidence of parents' perceptions of school toilet practices
and provisions. Although not specifically examining school toilets per se, Maxwell's (2000)
survey completed by 131 parents detailed how 54% believed that the toilets make their
child's school an unwelcoming place. Furthermore, Maxwell (2000) noted that whilst pupils
consider toilets to be important areas of the school, adults (parents and teachers) may not
consider these spaces aa high-priority areas. Instead, parents judged the cleanliness and
quality of the school by the condition of public areas (i.e., classrooms, dining halls) rather
than the more private spaces of pupil toilets (Maxwell, 2000). More recently, when interview-
ing parents of children with lower urinary tract symptoms (LUTS), Venkatapuram et al. (2024)
noted how parents' inabilities to monitor bathroom usage and hydration led to responsibil-
ity being placed on their children or teacher. Indeed, teachers were considered the pri-
mary stakeholders in ‘making healthy bladder habits available’ for their children, with school
nurses, facility managers and senior leadership staff seldom mentioned (Venkatapuram
et al., 2024, p. 967). Discussing school policies, many parents noted wide variations in bath-
room rules and practices, whilst some parents had received no communication about school
toilet policies and were unsure if they existed (Venkatapuram et al., 2024). Parents who were
aware of school practices problematised children's need to signal (raise a hand) to use the
toilets due to potential embarrassment, a concern seemingly compounded for pupils given
the potential for bullying in such spaces (Venkatapuram et al., 2024). Finally, a few parents
shared their desire for all-gender toilets in schools to facilitate ‘more inclusive’ and ‘more
comfortable’ spaces for children (Venkatapuram et al., 2024, p. 969). These findings reflect
growing parental recognition of diversity in gender identity and signal a shift in expecta-
tions regarding inclusive toilet facilities. However, they also highlight the lack of widespread
engagement with such issues in schools and the importance of including parental voices in
policy development.

RESEARCH METHODS

This study employs a mixed-methods research design to explore and triangulate teachers',
parents' and pupils' perceptions and described experiences of school toilet policies and prac-
tices. Recognising the sensitive and multi-faceted nature of the topic, the researchers opted
for a survey-based approach that combined quantitative measures with open-ended qualita-
tive responses. It was decided to conduct surveys with each group of stakeholders—teach-
ers, parents and pupils—that held perspectives and could share experiences of using school
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toilets. Together, this multi-faceted, multi-stakeholder approach provides a comprehensive un-
derstanding of the school toilet problem from varied perspectives. The predominantly qualita-
tive nature of the surveys enabled a comprehensive ‘wide-angled lens’ capturing a diversity of
perspectives, experiences or sense-making (Braun et al., 2021; Toerien & Wilkinson, 2004).
Analogous to photographic techniques where wide-angle lenses provide expansive scene rep-
resentation, this methodological approach permitted a holistic examination of issues pertaining
to school toilets. The combined data offers a collage in which ‘multiple methods are used be-
cause they each provide different fragments of information that, when pieced together, help to
explain a broad research area’ (Freeman, 2020, p. 332). Ethical approval was gained separately
for each survey. Participants were asked to create a pseudonym code which they could use
should they wish to withdraw their data from the project, within the set timeframe. The teacher
and parent national surveys incorporated a longitudinal element, as respondents were asked
about their cumulative experiences and observations over time, rather than a single snapshot
(Davies, 1994). Conversely, the pupil survey was local, disseminated in one school and focused
on pupils' current perceptions of toilet facilities.

Teachers' survey

Conducted between July and September 2024, the teachers' survey aimed to investigate
educators' interpretations of toilet-related policies and their professional experiences. The
survey included 21 questions, with both fixed and open-text formats, covering policy aware-
ness, pupil behaviour, medical accommodations and the teachers' own ability to access
staff toilet facilities at school. Distribution occurred through a university—school partner-
ship newsletter and X (formally Twitter), yielding 96 completed responses from primary
(n=70) and secondary school (n=26) staff. Of these participants, 78 identified as female
and 18 identified as male. Teachers had between 2 and 20years of teaching experience,
with a mean of 9.4 years. The design of the teacher survey was informed by prior research
emphasising the importance of teacher discretion in shaping pupils' toilet access (Huseth-
Zosel & Secor-Turner, 2022; Lundblad et al., 2016). Additionally, by integrating longitudinal
questioning around cumulative experiences rather than single events, the survey addressed
the challenge of capturing embedded school cultures and evolving practices (Davies, 1994;
Freeman, 2020). This survey design enabled insights into critical tensions between safe-
guarding learning time and responding compassionately to pupils' physiological and emo-
tional needs.

Parents' survey

The parents' survey was conducted earlier, between December 2021 and March 2022, con-
stituting the preliminary phase of the wider research project into school toilets. This online
survey was comprised of 12 questions and focused on whether children discussed school
toilet-related concerns at home, parental awareness of school policies and perceptions of
sanitary provisions. A total of 158 responses were gathered via social media platforms, spe-
cifically Facebook and X. Within this sample, 46% had a male child, 52% a female child and
2% preferred not to say. Moreover, 43% were parents of primary school children and 57% of
secondary school children. The findings underscored the high frequency of children raising
toilet-related concerns at home and provided the impetus for further enquiry. The parents'
survey highlighted some of the tensions between home expectations and school practices,
providing an important rationale from which two external research grants were obtained (as
detailed at the end of the paper).
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Pupils' survey

The pupil survey was co-designed with a group of student researchers from a state-funded
secondary school in a former mining town in Northern England. This institution served ap-
proximately 1500 pupils aged 11-16years and had a below average (13%) Pupil Premium"
funding allocation signifying relative affluence. Drawing on a ‘children as researchers’ ap-
proach (Kellett, 2005), the young researchers received training in ethical research practice
(see Haines Lyon et al., 2024), before developing a Qualtrics survey instrument focusing on:
(a) toilet access and usage; (b) sanitary provision; and (c) adequacy of school toilet facilities.
This approach enabled the youth researchers to enact the role of knowledge producers, help-
ing to centre their lived experiences and reduce adult-centric bias in the study design (Kellett,
2005). The young researchers made the decision to share the survey via school email and
school online notice boards, outlining the voluntary nature of the survey and the steps they
had taken to safeguard pupils with participant codename entries. The survey was distributed
digitally in May 2024 and remained open for 2weeks. In total, 198 secondary school pupils
(aged 11-16years) completed the survey. Of these respondents, 63% identified as female,
35% male and 2% transgender or gender diverse. The mixed-question format allowed for
nuanced quantitative analysis and open-text responses, enriching the understanding of how
policies and provision shape young people's perceptions and lived experiences.

Analysis

A reflexive thematic analysis approach was utilised to analyse the qualitative data generated
from the three surveys. This analytical technique was particularly suitable given the study's
wide-angled lens survey design, which sought to capture teachers', parents' and pupils' per-
spectives on and described experiences of school toilet policies, practices and provisions. The
analysis followed Braun et al.'s (2021) six-phase approach: (1) data familiarisation; (2) initial code
generation; (3) theme searching; (4) theme review; (5) theme definition and naming; and (6)
report production. First, all qualitative responses were read and re-read to ensure immersion in
the data. Coding was then conducted, with initial codes capturing explicit concerns such as ‘re-
stricted toilet access’, ‘cleanliness and hygiene’ and ‘problematic pupil behaviour’. Following this,
codes were systematically grouped into broader themes that aligned with the research aims and
reflected shared or contested perspectives across participant groups. Themes were refined
iteratively, with particular attention given to how they intersected with the descriptive statistical
findings. For example, the high proportion of pupils and parents who expressed dissatisfaction
with school toilet cleanliness (quantitative data) was reinforced by qualitative responses detail-
ing specific concerns about unsanitary conditions. Similarly, while teachers cited behavioural
concerns as justification for restricted toilet access, pupils' responses highlighted the discomfort
and distress such policies generated, revealing a fundamental tension between safeguarding
learning environments and accommodating physiological needs. The process also facilitated an
integrated analysis of quantitative and qualitative insights, ultimately contributing to a compre-
hensive understanding of school toilet policies and practices in English schools.

RESULTS
Teachers' perceptions of school toilet practices

As those responsible for enforcing school toilet policies into practice, it is important to as-
certain teachers' perceptions of their school's toilet policies and pupils' use of toilet spaces.
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Analysis of teachers' survey responses revealed three key themes regarding children's and
young people's use of toilets at school: (a) problematic pupil behaviour; (b) disruption to
learning; and (c) implementation of a case-by-case approach. It was evident that teachers
often had multiple decisions to make around toilet use in lesson time, but a primary concern
centred around the potential for pupils to misbehave and cause damage to school property.
One primary teacher shared a belief that ‘younger children use it as an excuse to mess
around’, whilst two secondary teachers added ‘they are too disruptive, too many wanting to
go and too much damage caused’ and ‘using the toilets in lessons is disruptive and is open
fo abuse’. Using the toilet in lesson time usually means that there are fewer, if any, adult staff
supervising toilet spaces and the decision to allow usage is down to individual teachers to
manage and monitor. Irrespective of the stage of schooling, concerns over pupil misbehav-
iour were described and linked to reasons why teachers may restrict pupils' access to toilets
during lesson time.

Disruption to learning was also cited as a central consideration in teachers' restrictions
of toilet usage during lesson time. Whilst some teachers cited disruption to learning as a
reason to restrict pupil access during lessons (as above), many teachers cited disruption to
learning as a reason to support why pupils should be able to access the toilets during les-
sons. The following primary teacher quotes recognise how children may struggle to engage
if they are needing to ‘go’. ‘if a child needs the toilet, they would struggle to concentrate on
learning of the lesson so this would hinder progress and make children feel uncomfortable’,
‘if you need the toilet then you need to go and are unable to concentrate’ and ‘needing the
toilet is a barrier to learning’. This tension is carefully considered in the following quote from
a secondary school teacher:

If a child needs the toilet, it can have an impact on their concentration. However,
they should not be able to go whenever they need to as it is used as a distraction
from learning and somewhere to go to gather and elongate being out of class.
Time restrictions [not the first 5/10/15 minutes] are used.

Acknowledging how discomfort may negatively impact upon young people's concentration,
and therefore their learning, this teacher's suggestion of ‘time restrictions’ clarifies when pupils
should be granted permission to use the toilet. Arguably, such an approach may serve as an
effective and equitable approach to minimising disruption to learning for all pupils.

There was a clear distinction within the survey made by teachers about how pupils' age
may partly determine whether they grant permission to children to access the toilets during
lessons. One primary school teacher reported, ‘for young children or those who struggle
with their bladder, they should be able to use the toilet when needed to prevent accidents
and embarrassment. However, old[er] children should wait until break/lunchtime’. This ex-
tract captures a wider perception that younger pupils (4—7 years) should be allowed to use
toilets for biological (i.e., bladder control) and emotion-laden (i.e., embarrassment) reasons,
considerations perceived to be less applicable to older pupils (7-11years). Whilst age was
a common differentiating factor in teachers' perceptions around toilet usage, most partici-
pants proposed that pupils (of all ages) should be permitted to use the toilet if they have a
diagnosed medical condition. Teachers were able to expand upon their answers within the
survey and highlighted how medical needs were the only non-negotiable allowance, ‘some
children have different medical needs', ‘no [access to toilets] unless they have a medical
toilet pass’ and ‘some children have medical needs so require the toilet to be accessible
immediately’. Teachers' insights in these cases suggest that there are no clear rules around
medical use and medical toilet passes, yet, as documented later in this paper within our pupil
survey, it is evident that when needs are related to menstruation the rules are not so easily
established or consistently policed.
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Seeking to examine tensions that teachers may face when enforcing school-wide toilet
policies, all participants were asked: Has a child ever raised concerns about using the toilet
at school? Of the 96 respondents, 65% of teachers answered ‘yes’. As a follow-up, teach-
ers were asked what specific concerns pupils had raised, with prevailing themes including
emotion-laden avoidance, problematic peer behaviours and the inadequate quality of toilet
provisions. In relation to the former, teachers disclosed how pupils are ‘worried about going
for a poo’, ‘worried about older children in there’ and ‘unwilling to go to the toilet and held for
most of the day due to embarrassment’. The presence of peers appears to underpin young
people's emotion-laden concerns over using the toilet at school, a finding further qualified
when teachers disclosed how pupils have previously problematised peer behaviour. For
example, one teacher commented, ‘some children have mentioned other children opening
the door, being too close or being too loud in the toilets’, whilst another recalled, ‘others
making comments while [the] child is in [the] loo [toilet]. Such behaviours may reflect pupils'
preferences for quieter times due to lack of privacy or anxiety around social scrutiny. Taken
collectively, it appears that many children's and young people's concerns regarding toilet
usage at school are centred around peer behaviours and interactions within this otherwise
private space. Understandably, when concerns about peer interactions are coupled with
unclean conditions, pupils are likely to avoid using the toilets.

Parental insights into school toilet provisions

Seeking to further understand pupils' experiences of school toilet policies, practices and
provisions, parental survey data is now presented. Of 158 parents surveyed, 84% reported
that their child has spoken to them about their use of toilets at school, evidencing young peo-
ple's conscious considerations of these spaces. To this end, 81% of parents indicated that
their child has raised concerns about using school toilets, 68% identified that their child has
commented on feeling uncomfortable in school toilets and 55% raised concerns over the
cleanliness of school toilets. In relation to cleanliness and hygiene, several parents shared
comments raised by their child: ‘she says they are disgusting, wet floors, no toilet roll, chew-
ing gum stuck all over the place, they smell awful’; ‘she says it's disgusting in there, unclean
floors, dirty and/or blocked toilets, dirty sinks’; ‘my child dislikes the toilets at school and
although they have to be used for handwashing, they feel they are unhygienic’.

Reiterating an issue raised within the teacher survey, many parents explained how
their child had expressed concerns over peer behaviour within the toilets. Many parents
raised concerns about how pupils were using the toilet spaces, particularly secondary
school girls, often leading to unpleasant experiences for those next in line: ‘many times
she has complained about the fact that people are not cleaning after themselves’; ‘kids
smoking in toilets’; ‘used to eat and leave used food in toilet paper, sanitary products not
disposed of properly’; ‘girls' toilets have had the mirror removed because they graffiti
on it. In boys' toilets they graffiti, they graffiti on the urinals [which can't be removed]'.
Collectively, these reflections imply that pupils acknowledge that the misuse of toilet
spaces by other pupils contributes to the inadequate conditions of the toilets. However,
other parents highlighted how the lack of provision, particularly sanitary provision, within
school toilets was often a barrier to use: ‘often the sanitary bins are overflowing. There
have been clouds of flies in the sanitary bins. Sometimes there are piles of soiled sanitary
towels on the floor. The toilets are not cleaned during the day’. Providing further insights
into why many young people (68%) reported feeling uncomfortable in school toilets, some
parents reported concerns over bullying: ‘they are worried about being bullied by other
pupils when using the toilets’, embarrassment: ‘using sanitary items is obvious and em-
barrassing as only one cubicle [has a] sanitary disposal bin’ and safety: ‘[they] will never
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go alone, says they are unsafe’. Such concerns detailed by many parents may partly
explain why many pupils actively avoid toilet usage when at school, as evidenced by the
following extracts: ‘refuses to use them and did in junior [primary] school too—will go all
day without using the bathroom’; ‘my son stopped using them. Often desperate for the loo
when he comes home from school’; ‘she will not use these and there is a queue to use
the others, therefore she will avoid them completely’.

Finally, parents were asked to report whether their child has ever commented on their
school's approach to toilets, to which 58% answered ‘yes’. Key themes that emerged from
parental comments on this matter included: (a) usage constraints; (b) inconsistencies in
teacher-imposed restrictions; and (c) problematising of current constraining practices.
Exemplifying the former, several parents cited: ‘not allowed to go in class time, even if you're
on your period. Need to have a toilet pass to leave the classroom and go to the toilet’; ‘feels
it's unfair that there isn't open access to them and that they're all expected to use them
during breaks’; ‘they are not allowed to the toilet in lesson time. Toilets are locked between
lessons and only opened at lunchtime’. Many responses in the survey suggested that pupils
are unable to access the toilets during lesson times, a constraining approach which many
pupils disliked and some felt were unjust. Reinforcing the latter point, one parent shared their
child's experience:

Yes, some teachers regularly restrict access to the toilet, which | disagree with
completely. | have talked about this many times with my teenager and they tend
to go whether or not they have ‘permission’. The enforcement of rules [if there
are rules about this, it is not entirely clear] seem unevenly applied and often one
or two teachers are very strict, particularly with certain kids.

Parents made further comments about restrictions or inconsistent policies around toilet use,
with one adding: ‘foilets at break only. Permission from teachers but only if they judge you are
deserving'. Such accounts reveal how teachers may adopt an individual-centred, rather than
whole-class/school, approach to toilet usage; differential practices that are considered ‘unfair’
by some pupils and parents. It is clear here that such practices, where there is no clearly imple-
mented policy of toilet use, are problematic for both pupils and teachers.

Parents were more open, and shared a range of insights, about how girls' menstruation
needs were often overlooked, uncatered for or there was inadequate application of policy.
Respondents disclosed concerns regarding restrictions placed on girls during their men-
strual cycle, a finding which mapped across primary and secondary school data. A parent
of a primary school pupil described how inadequate sanitary provision had revealed her
daughter's ‘needs’. ‘she felt embarrassed when starting her period at age 9. Having to ask
to be excused to use a disabled toilet [where there is a sanitary towel disposal bin] made
her feel extremely uncomfortable as it brought unwanted attention to the reason why from
her peers’. Revealing how such constraints and concerns map into secondary school, two
parents noted: ‘unreasonable lack of access during lesson time, especially during a heavy
menstrual period when she is extremely anxious that the pad might leak and is unable to
find time to change it' and ‘they are often not allowed to go in lesson which when they have
started periods can be an issue, particularly as teenage girls don't want to raise this in front
of the class'.

Pupils' perspectives on school toilet policies, practices and provisions

The final area of exploration is 198 pupils' perceptions of toilet policies and provisions at one
state-funded secondary school. When asked to provide their thoughts on current school
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policies around toilet access, teacher-imposed restrictions on the toilets during lessons was
a point raised multiple times. Detailing toilet policy in practice at [pseudonym school name],
one pupil noted: ‘students can't go to the toilets unless they have a pass’, whilst another pupil
reported: ‘you have time at break only. Not lunch because you only have five minutes to eat
anyway after queuing and you can't go in-between lessons as we only get three minutes.
You also can't go in lessons’. Revealing how toilet use during lessons is prohibited, with
the exception of a medical exception (toilet pass), pupils highlight the challenges they face
in using toilets during designated times (breaks, lunch and transitions between lessons).
Sharing further insights around access to toilets during these periods, one pupil stated: ‘a
lot of them [toilets] are in areas restricted at break and lunch, and those that aren't are often
full. I understand why there's limited toilet areas, so the staff know students are safe, but with
lots of students and only a certain number of toilets for a year group it's hard to be able to go
to the toilet in time’. This quote draws attention to the pragmatics of a large number of pupils
using a relatively small number of toilets during a time-restricted period, which in practice
would undoubtedly cause queues in school corridors and may impact upon pupils' ability to
use the facilities before their timetabled lessons. One response clearly explains how this
plays out for pupils during their school day:

There is usually a lot of crowding around the toilets, especially [at] lunch so peo-
ple feel embarrassed or intimated to use the toilets. Students have around five
minutes to go to the toilet before we are told by staff to leave the corridors—this
can be uncomfortable [especially for female students] after waiting a couple of
lessons or more to access a toilet.

This extract demonstrates how policy-based restrictions coupled with further teacher-imposed
constraints limit pupils' abilities to use the toilets at school. As in the parent survey, in addition to
constraining policies and practices, many pupils also described inadequate sanitary provision
within the toilets. Evidencing a widely cited concern, pupils noted: ‘every toilet for women should
have a sanitary bin and the school could provide free sanitary products in the toilets. The sani-
tary bins should be cleared more often as they are often overflowing’; ‘there should be sanitary
products in female toilets’; ‘GIVE US TAMPONS!. These responses evidence how many pupils
were unhappy with current sanitary provisions at their school, expressing a need for better
provision in terms of sanitary products and suitable bins for disposal of used sanitary products.

Whilst for many pupils, school toilet policies and provisions were highlighted as a major
concern, when asked how the toilets are used by pupils, several also shared concerns about
how these spaces are (mis)used by their peers. More specifically, many pupils declared is-
sues associated with (a) cleanliness, (b) anti-social behaviours and (c) use as a socialising
space. Many students described how ‘there is always litter and people need to learn how to
flush!!’, ‘they always have rubbish in’, ‘they leave litter in there, e.g., empty carboard drink
bottles’ and ‘a lot of the toilets have food and drink left in them which is very gross’. Such
assertions reveal how pupils' concerns regarding the cleanliness of toilets may be partly due
to their peers' etiquettes within these spaces, a finding which extended to some pupils' dis-
pleasure with a minority of their peers' behaviours within the toilets. The toilets discussed in
this survey were all single cubicle room-like toilets, each including a wash basin, mirror and
toilet, with some including sanitary bins. As the space was large enough for groups of young
people to enter, some pupils suggest how this enables ‘misuse’: ‘lots of people go in one at
once to vape’; ‘I have heard people vape under sinks to stop detectors and hide illegal stuff
in the ceiling panels’; ‘they use their phones and go in the toilets and they are in big groups’.
Many also acknowledged how the toilets are used as a socialising space, which has a det-
rimental effect upon those needing to use the toilet, by contributing to queues and further
teacher-imposed restrictions. To this end, many students noted: ‘people spend around ten
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minutes in the bathroom doing their hair and makeup while there is a massive queue waiting
to actually use the toilet’; ‘a lot of people are just doing makeup and other things in the toilets
so people who actually need the toilet can't go or have to wait ages’; ‘I've seen quite a few
groups of girls crowding into disabled toilets to brush hair, apply makeup, etc., which | don't
think is very supportive of the students who require access to disabled toilets’.

Whilst the surveys did not directly ask about the intersection of gender and toilets, three
parents raised concerns about gender-neutral toilets, although only one of them said their
child was concerned. Two parents said their children had been bullied for not looking female
or male enough. Within the pupils' survey there was one complaint that the gender-neutral
toilets were gross and two complaining that they did not contain sanitary bins. Two teachers
expressed concerns about pupils having gender-neutral toilets and one about staff having
gender-neutral toilets. One teacher said that the gender-neutral toilets were less vandalised.
Considering the overwhelmingly negative nature of media stories about this issue, we were
surprised how few people complained about them. This aligns with our group work in the
wider project where the main concerns were about the adequacy of gender-neutral toilets,
especially regarding the lack of sanitary bins.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

In seeking teachers', parents' and pupils' perspective of school toilet policies, provisions
and practices, the findings presented above highlight the complex relationships between
structural, behavioural and cultural factors which influence children's and young people's ex-
periences of toilet usage at school. A finding consistent across all three surveys was the ten-
sions concerning teacher-imposed restrictions on toilet use during lesson time. Reflecting
Lundblad et al.'s (2010, 2016) and Jorgensen et al.'s (2021) findings, teachers frequently
cited concerns about disruptive behaviours and distraction from learning as key justifications
for restrictive toilet policies. However, teacher responses also revealed a paradoxical finding
that restrictions on toilet use may also negatively affect pupils' concentration, and therefore
learning, aligning with Tatlow-Golden et al.'s (2019) suggestion that denying toilet access
can hinder educational engagement. Interestingly, whilst pupils mirrored the frustrations of
Danish students who shared dissatisfaction with restricted access (Jorgensen et al., 2021),
our findings revealed a nuanced finding that some teachers implement more flexible prac-
tices. More specifically, some teachers acknowledged the importance of accommodating
young children's toilet needs, as well as those with medical conditions, revealing a flexible,
yet inconsistent, approach to toilet policy enforcement. As called for by Reeves et al. (2012)
and Coram (2024), this tension between school-based policy and individualised require-
ments reveals the need for clearer, more consistent and equitable school toilet policies.
The findings underscore inconsistencies in the implementation of toilet policies across the
surveyed schools. Parents and pupils described experiences of arbitrary or uneven enforce-
ment, often dependent on individual teachers' discretion. This aligns with prior critiques of
policy gaps identified by Michels et al. (2019) and Coram (2024), but the current study fur-
ther illuminates how these inconsistencies exacerbate perceptions of unfairness and hinder
effective policy adherence. Notably, the study sheds light on menstruation-specific barriers,
with both parents and pupils recounting instances where pupils were denied access to toilets
during their periods. This finding resonates with Norling et al. (2016) but also reflects the
limited progress in addressing gender-sensitive needs, despite policy advancements like the
period product scheme (Department for Education, 2024). There were also two teachers who
said they could not access toilets enough when they were menstruating, revealing potential
further issues regarding current access restrictions. Such accounts highlight the urgency of
embedding gender-equity considerations into broader discussions on toilet accessibility.
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Reflecting many children's and young people's perceptions (Reeves et al.,, 2012;
Senior, 2014; Shoham et al., 2020), our findings revealed consistent dissatisfaction with the
cleanliness and adequacy of school toilet provisions within English schools. Parents and
pupils highlighted recurring issues, including a lack of toilet paper throughout the school
day, unclean toilet facilities and insufficient and/or inadequate sanitary bins. Such concerns
align with Shoham et al.'s (2020) findings that dirtiness and insufficient waste disposal ves-
sels deter many pupils, particularly girls, from using school toilets. Moreover, whilst the
Department for Education's (2024) period product scheme for schools and colleges will
improve pupil's access to sanitary products, these findings highlight the pressing need for
more adequate sanitary disposal bins provision and servicing within English schools. Further
extending our original findings, the surveys revealed that problems with cleanliness are cou-
pled with perceived problematic pupil behaviours within school toilet blocks. Teacher, parent
and pupil reports indicated that misuse of facilities—such as leaving litter and/or engaging
in anti-social activities (i.e., vaping)—compounds perceived infrastructural shortcomings.

A further theme emerged regarding the social and emotional consequences of toilet
usage at school. Resonating with Vernon et al.'s (2003) and Norling et al.'s (2016) findings,
pupils' shared concerns about bullying within school toilets, whilst also sharing their dis-
satisfaction with the lack of privacy within these spaces. In this study, parents and pupils
shared a recognition that school toilets are emotionally fraught spaces, highlighting how
peer behaviours exacerbate pupils' discomfort and feelings of embarrassment, which ul-
timately contribute to problematic avoidance behaviours (Green & Mierzwinski, 2025). A
unique contribution of this study is the dual role that toilets play in bullying, as some pu-
pils considered these spaces as bullying ‘hotspots’, whilst others considered them a safe
space to escape peer victimisation. To this end, whilst pupils may avoid toilets due to real
or perceived peer surveillance (Green & Mierzwinski, 2025; Shoham et al., 2020), the more
private space of a toilet enabled some pupils to momentarily avoid school-based bullying,
a finding which underscores the complex nature of these spaces. Significantly, the study
demonstrates the commonalities between the parents, teachers and pupils in perspectives
and common struggles with toilets and toilet policies. This reinforces the importance of our
wider project, in which we encourage dialogue and listening to the evidence from different
sides, to enable wider effective improvement.

Finally, this study contributes to the growing body of literature on school toilet provision
by adopting a multi-perspective approach that integrates the voices of teachers, parents
and pupils. While prior research has predominantly focused on children's experiences (i.e.,
Lundblad et al., 2010; Shoham et al., 2020), this study's triangulation of viewpoints reveals
deeper complexities in policy implementation and its ramifications. By illuminating the in-
terconnected factors that shape school toilet experiences, this study contributes valuable
insights to ongoing debates on educational environments and pupil wellbeing. Despite our
multi-stakeholder perspective, we acknowledge the limited generalisability of our findings
given our surveying of pupils from one secondary school, as well as a majority of female
teachers and parents of female pupils. Subsequently, we propose that future studies may
adopt qualitative and/or participatory methodologies with primary and secondary school pu-
pils, teachers and participants within more diverse educational institutions. Nonetheless, the
findings call for a holistic reimagining of school toilet policies that transcends infrastructural
improvements to address cultural and behavioural dimensions, ensuring these essential
spaces support the health, safety and dignity of all pupils. One significant contribution is the
identification of a tension between safeguarding learning environments and accommodating
basic physiological needs. Teachers' accounts of managing toilet access highlight a broader
pedagogical challenge of balancing instructional priorities with pupil wellbeing. Additionally,
the study's emphasis on menstruation-specific barriers advances the discourse on gender
equity, offering actionable insights for policymakers and educators to better support pupils.
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From a policy perspective, the findings underscore the need for standardised, equity-focused
guidelines that address both infrastructural inadequacies and behavioural dynamics.
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Endnotes
'ERIC is the national charity in England dedicated to improving children's bowel and bladder health.

iThe National Charity for the Prevent of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) is the United Kingdom's leading children's
charity, dedicated to protecting children and preventing abuse, offering services like helplines, counselling and
working with communities to create safer childhoods.

iThe Pupil Premium grant provides funding to improve educational outcomes for disadvantaged pupils in state-
funded schools in England.
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